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ABSTRACT 
DEPLOYING LAITY INTO MINISTRY AMONG LAY-RELEASING CONGREGATIONS 
IN THE NORTH GEORGIA CONFERENCE 
by 
James Francis Ellison 
 Churches too easily fall into the traditional pattern of ministry where 
pastors are considered producers and laity are considered consumers. The 
biblical model of ministry is one where the leader equips and empowers the laity 
to serve in ministry. To discover what core values were distinctive in lay-
releasing congregations, research was needed to understand better what makes 
lay-releasing congregations effective. This dissertation analyzes the presence of 
lay-releasing core values in four United Methodist Churches in the North 
Georgia Annual Conference.    
 The findings of this study affirmed the presence of the core values in the 
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CHAPTER 1 
UNDERSTANDING THE PROBLEM 
The Background Problem 
 I grew up in a small, rural, southern United Methodist church. The roles 
of the pastor and the congregation were clearly defined, and the separation 
between the two was clear. The pastor had two major responsibilities: visiting 
the sick and being responsible for everything that happened on Sunday 
mornings. He had other responsibilities, but, from my perspective, he spent 80 
percent of his time in these two areas. The congregation’s responsibilities 
included taking care of the grounds of the church and the church building, 
providing food for potluck dinners, and teaching Sunday school. The 
congregation understood these responsibilities to be the extent of their service 
in the kingdom. Very seldom did the pastor cross over into the congregation’s 
responsibilities, and, conversely, the congregation did not assist the pastor with 
his duties. The pastor and laity understood that each had distinct roles that did 
not blend with the other. To my knowledge, this pastor/laity relationship had 
been in existence for decades, and all seemed comfortable with their respective 
roles in ministry. 
 I embraced this model of ministry until I began serving as youth pastor of 
a local church while attending seminary. My ministry began to expand, and I 
quickly found myself responsible for sixty young people. I was soon teaching 
youth Sunday school, facilitating before and after-school programs, leading 
Wednesday night Bible studies, leading music and the program on Sunday 
evenings, in addition to attending as many school functions as possible. My 
ministry responsibilities quickly became overwhelming, and, as a result, I found 
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myself wondering how one person could balance the demanding challenges of a 
growing youth ministry. When I determined that the logical answer to my 
question was that one person could not balance these ministry responsibilities, 
I began asking for help. Members of the congregation promptly explained to me 
that, as youth pastor, I was paid to do whatever the job required.  
 At the time, I agreed and carried on with the accepted model for ministry. 
Although attempting to build the youth ministry around my specific gifts did 
not seem effective, this model was what I knew best. I, too, could remember 
years earlier hearing members of my home church wonder what the pastor did 
with his time. So, with their words echoing in my ears, I resumed my duties 
with renewed determination to fulfill this traditional model of ministry. 
 In fifteen years of ministry within the United Methodist Church, I have 
seen how this traditional ministry model says that the pastor is paid by the 
congregation to do the ministry. In essence, the pastor is the producer, and the 
congregation is the consumer. This model of ministry, entrenched within many 
United Methodist churches, hinders the amount and quality of ministry that 
take place. Parts of the model even exist within the church I pastor—the one I 
planted only ten years ago. 
Pastors, because of their training and experience, are perceived to be 
“professional” ministers, while members of their congregations see themselves 
as “just laity.” This traditional model of ministry says that since seminary-
trained and paid clergy must be more gifted than the volunteer servants, 
pastors must take the lead role in any ministry. I question how churches 
function under this model. The ministry model where clergy and laity serve 
together in ministry is biblical and historical. R. Paul Stevens says that the 
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roles of clergy and laity should not be separated; rather, clergy and laity should 
be one body of believers functioning together (185).  
In addition to being unhealthy for the church as a whole, this separation 
between pastor and congregation is unhealthy on a personal level. When I 
arrived at the point in ministry that I asked myself how the ministry needs of 
the church could be met, I was already tired, frustrated, depleted, and even 
angry with my congregation. I was unhealthy in mind, body, and spirit. 
A consequence of this model of ministry is the gap created between 
pastors and congregations. Laity are underdeveloped for ministry, and the 
ministry load falls on the clergy. This gap between clergy and laity leaves both 
frustrated. Congregations are filled with a wealth of gifted men and women. 
Unfortunately, they are mostly untapped resources, people who are not fully 
using the gifts God has given them. When the gifts within these lay ministers 
are not utilized, the gap between pastor and laity increases, and the level of 
ministry decreases. Many congregations do an admirable job identifying 
potential lay ministers; however, when not encouraged to serve, laity end up 
feeling disappointed and discouraged, and the gap widens (Mallory 37). 
A glass ceiling is the result of the gap separating clergy from laity. Laity 
are hindered; they cannot “grow up in every way into him who is the head, into 
Christ” (Eph. 4:15). They “bump their heads” on the limits placed on them and 
accept those limits as “the way things have always been done,” thus reducing 
their ability to serve in a greater capacity. 
The gap between United Methodist pastors and their congregations must 
be narrowed. This change will take place only when pastors take the initiative to 
train their congregations for ministry after grounding them in theology. 
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Narrowing the gap means the primary theologians in congregations will be laity 
rather than clergy. Men and women in congregations are confronted with living 
out the gospel at school, in the work place, and in their neighborhoods. The 
laity are on the front lines of ministry (Mead 56).  
The question arises, then, as to how this glass ceiling can be broken. 
Since effective ministry takes place only when laity are equipped and released 
for ministry, the catalyst for breaking through this ceiling has to be pastors 
taking the time and effort to equip laity to lead. Pastors must realize that 
guiding a church to release laity for ministry is a long-term project with long-
term rewards. Pastors who make delegating and equipping the laity for ministry 
a priority will lead growing congregations in the twenty-first century (Mallory 
38). 
George G. Hunter, III questions whether mainline churches will ever 
break from this traditional model and release their laity in ministry. He argues 
loyal parishioners deserve their pastor’s help in discovering their gifts for 
ministry so that they can “experience the growth and fulfillment that come only 
from involvement in ministry” (To Spread the Power 146).  
Rick Warren observes the need for pastors to release their laity into 
ministry: 
The greatest need in evangelical churches is the release of 
members for ministry. A Gallup poll discovered that only 10% of 
American church members are active in any kind of personal 
ministry and that 50% of all church members have no interest in 
serving in any ministry. The encouraging news that Gallup 
uncovered is this: 40% of all members have expressed an interest 
in having a ministry, but they have never been asked or they don’t 
know how. (365-66) 
  
 The traditional model of ministry used in many United Methodist 
churches is hindering the laity from growing spiritually and their member 
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numbers from increasing. For a turnaround to occur, the glass ceiling must be 
broken and the laity released to do ministry.   
The Biblical/Theological Foundation 
The traditional leadership model that places clergy as the sole giver of 
ministry and the primary minister of the congregation is not a new struggle for 
the Church. Within weeks after the birth of the Church, leaders were wrestling 
with how to juggle the numerous responsibilities that came with leading and 
caring for the body of Christ. They effectively solved their dilemma by releasing 
the laity in ministry (Acts 6:1-7).  
The New Testament model of ministry in Acts 6 is a lay-releasing one. 
Luke records in Acts 6:1-7 the model that released first-century Christians into 
ministry: 
In those days when the number of disciples was increasing, the 
Grecian Jews among them complained against the Hebraic Jews 
because their widows were being overlooked in the daily 
distribution of food. So the Twelve gathered all the disciples 
together and said, “It would not be right for us to neglect the 
ministry of the word of God in order to wait on tables. Brothers, 
choose seven men from among you who are known to be full of the 
Spirit and wisdom. We will turn this responsibility over to them 
and will give our attention to prayer and the ministry of the word.” 
This proposal pleased the whole group. They chose Stephen, a 
man full of faith and of the Holy Spirit; also Philip, Procorus, 
Nicanor, Timon, Parmenas, and Nicolas from Antioch, a convert to 
Judaism. They presented these men to the apostles, who prayed 
and laid their hands on them. So the word of God spread. The 
number of disciples in Jerusalem increased rapidly, and a large 
number of priests became obedient to the faith.     
 
 These leaders knew that they alone could not meet the needs of the 
church. They acknowledged that neglecting the ministry in order to “wait on 
tables” was not the best use of their gifts or time. The twelve delegated the 
ministry to those who were capable, and Luke goes on to say that “the disciples 
in Jerusalem increased rapidly” (Acts 6:7). This passage supports the 
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correlation between church leaders delegating ministry to laity and church 
growth.  
Ephesians 4:11-13 provides a foundation for the equipping and releasing 
ministry of the Church. The apostle Paul charges the leaders of the Church with 
preparing the laity to serve within the kingdom: 
It was he who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, 
some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers, to 
prepare God’s people for works of service, so that the body of 
Christ may be built up until we all reach unity in the faith and in 
the knowledge of the Son of God and become mature, attaining to 
the whole measure of the fullness of Christ. 
 
Paul makes this New Testament model clear when he says that prophets, 
evangelists, pastors, and teachers are not given to do the ministry of the 
Church; rather, these Church leaders are to equip the laity to do the work of 
the ministry.  
Pastors using the model of ministry in which the clergy are separated 
from the laity are shocked when their churches are not growing. The reality is 
that these leaders are not following the example of the early Church. Directly or 
indirectly, congregations structured with this model of ministry learn that only 
paid clergy accomplish real ministry.  
The New Testament teaches, however, that all believers are ministers and 
all ministers are called to serve. The early Church modeled a trinitarian 
theology of ministry in which God’s grace is expressed through the 
incarnational service of Jesus who, in turn, sends the Spirit to empower the 
Church for ministry. The New Testament attests that each of God’s people is a 
servant minister and is called to a church, which is a ministering community 
(Stevens 144-45). 
With this biblical and theological foundation in mind, Sue Mallory calls 
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the Church to equip saints for ministry. She refers to this new paradigm as the 
equipping church, which, she acknowledges, is not new at all. She argues that 
the equipping church is based on both clergy and laity working together and 
that without this teamwork, the Church cannot be faithful to its calling. The 
equipping church consists of individuals who realize they are helpless without 
each other; thus, the Church is truly communal. Mallory writes, “The 
preliminary requirement for equipping ministry is a deep awareness of 
helplessness” (20). Because of this helplessness, the Church can be equipped 
and released to fulfill the ministry by reaching within, as well as outside, the 
community of faith. Mallory identifies six core values of the equipping church: 
1. Prayer—the equipping church recognizes the inherent value of prayer 
to discern God’s vision, leadership, and plan toward an equipping ministry 
model. Equipping church leaders rely on prayer to see God in all aspects of 
their ministry; 
2. The Priesthood of All Believers—Every member in the body of Christ is 
gifted and called into ministry. The Church embraces people holistically in the 
discovery of gifts, needs, and God’s calling. The Church seeks to equip people 
for ministry in the family, local congregations, the community, and the world; 
3. Servant Leadership—Leaders demonstrate humility, authenticity, 
accountability, and genuine care of people, and they equip others to use their 
gifts in the body of Christ; 
4. Team Ministry—Healthy community and teams are built around the 
individuality of gifts, team accountability, and willingness of people to work for 
the greater good; 
5. Intentionality—The church embraces equipping ministry as a value 
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and models it through the intentional implementation of systems to prepare, 
connect, and equip people for ministry inside and outside the walls of the 
church. It calls a leader to facilitate the implementation throughout the body of 
Christ; and, 
6. Proactive Response to Change—The church recognizes and embraces 
the organic characteristics of change and responds creatively and proactively to 
shifts in culture. The Church continually changes its methods but maintains 
the message of Christ regarding his Church (198). 
The six core values of the equipping church are grounded both biblically 
and theologically. The New Testament teaches the theme of laity being involved 
in ministry. Not only did Jesus spend time with the twelve equipping them for 
ministry, he also expected them to carry out his ministry. Matthew 4:18-22 
records the call of two sets of brothers: Simon Peter and Andrew, James and 
John. Jesus approaches them and bids, “Come, follow me, and I will make you 
fishers of men.” Donald A. Hagner points out that the Greek word for “make” is 
actually a promise that Jesus will equip his new followers for the work he has 
called them to do (76). Jesus does not call followers without equipping and 
releasing them into ministry and his expectation is that his followers will impact 
the world. In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus’ instructions include, “Let your 
light shine before men, that they may see your good deeds and praise your 
Father in heaven” (Matt. 5:16). Thus, the first the lay-releasing model of 
ministry in the New Testament is found in the relationship between Jesus and 
his disciples.  
Many churches are currently moving toward a lay-releasing structure. 
These churches are modeling what Greg Ogden calls The New Reformation. They 
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have taken on the “unfinished agenda of the Reformation” that emphasized that 
“priesthood is no longer limited to the hierarchical few but is intended as God’s 
gift and God’s intention for believers” (7). While equipping churches are growing 
because they effectively carry out the mission of the Church, those using a 
traditional style of ministry must rediscover the biblical and theological 
foundation for the lay-releasing church.  
Every congregation in the United Methodist Church must see itself as an 
equipping, lay-releasing body with the purpose of sending its members into the 
world representing Jesus Christ. Until pastors and laity make this massive shift 
from the traditional model of ministry to one that is lay releasing, the United 
Methodist Church will continue to decline. I hope to see in my lifetime the 
United Methodist Church reclaim and finish what Martin Luther started some 
five hundred years ago. 
The Purpose 
 The purpose of the study was to examine the culture of lay-releasing 
congregations within the North Georgia Conference of the United Methodist 
Church and discern shared characteristics. I sought to discover what values 
were expressed and acted out in the identified congregations. The operating 
hypothesis was that churches with staffs that believe in and function out of a 
lay-releasing model yield equipping congregations. 
Research Questions 
 This study used three research questions to evaluate the church culture 
of congregations identified as lay releasing. 
Research Question 1 
  To what extent do these congregations reflect those characteristics of 
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lay-releasing congregations identified in the literature? 
Research Question 2 
 How is staff equipped to lead the laity in these congregations?  
Research Question 3 
 What additional characteristics other than the identified core values of 
lay-releasing congregations were discovered in these churches?  
Definition of Terms 
 In each of these definitions, I have clarified terms significant to the 
study.  
Lay-Releasing Congregation 
The definition chosen for “lay-releasing” comes from Carol Childress. She 
says that a lay-releasing congregation equips its laity for ministry and sends 
them into service. Sue Mallory’s definition for the “equipping church” can also 
be substituted for “lay-releasing congregation.” She defines the equipping 
church as “providing personal, relational, Christ-centered growth through 
ministry in the church, community, world, and the whole of life” (197).  
Church Culture 
A congregation has its own genetic culture; Howard A. Snyder and Daniel 
Runyon call this a church’s “DNA” (17). Church culture is how a body of 
believers in a specific community of faith thinks and acts.   
Traditional Ministry Model 
The traditional model of ministry is present in churches where the clergy 
are the givers of ministry and the laity are receivers. The traditional ministry 
model is present in churches where laity have ministry expectations for the 
clergy without fulfilling any ministry expectations themselves.   
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Glass Ceiling  
The glass ceiling, found in many traditional ministry models, is the 
limitation placed on laity by clergy who are afraid to release laity into ministry. 
The glass ceiling is present in churches where the ministry opportunities of 
laypersons are limited by reluctant clergy or unenlightened laity. 
Active Members  
Active church members participate in a minimum of one hour of worship, 
one hour of small group study, and one hour of service at least forty-five weeks 
annually. 
Other than Active Members 
 Other than active church members may participate in worship, small 
group studies, and periodically serve in ministry areas; however, these 
members are not consistent in their worship, study, or service. 
Inactive Members  
Inactive members of the churches may attend worship periodically but 
do not serve in any ministry areas. 
Methodology 
 A panel of three pastors in the North Georgia Conference was selected to 
aid in identifying four United Methodist congregations within the conference for 
the purpose of the study. The pastors were the Director of Church 
Development, the assistant to the bishop, and a former district superintendent 
who is currently serving a large congregation. Each is a respected leader in the 
North Georgia Conference.  
These pastors were given a list of congregations in the conference with 
average Sunday morning worship attendance exceeding five hundred. From this 
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list, they were asked to identify those churches they believed to be lay releasing. 
In addition to selecting congregations with an average attendance exceeding five 
hundred, the panel was asked to submit at least one African-American 
congregation to ensure the diversity of the study. After initial selections were 
submitted, they were compiled and returned to the panel. From this narrowed 
list, the panel was asked to limit their selections to six congregations and to 
rank them. The selection process identified the four highest-ranking 
congregations as the population for the study. 
Subjects for the Study 
 The population identified by the panel were Northbrook United Methodist 
Church, Peachtree City United Methodist Church, St. James United Methodist 
Church, and Sugarloaf United Methodist Church. Pastoral staff, active 
members, and other than active members served as subjects to be surveyed 
and/or interviewed for the study. The staff from each congregation was asked to 
select forty-five subjects to be surveyed for the study.  
 Prior to the selection process, I determined that at least 25 percent of the 
subjects be active members of their congregations. This percentage was arrived 
at by asking the four senior pastors of the lay-releasing congregations to 
estimate the percentage of active members in their congregations. I also asked 
three former Beeson pastors for the same information regarding their 
congregations. The average percentage of active members in the congregations I 
surveyed was 26 percent.  
 To ensure that the study included a population of 25 percent active 
members, participating congregations were asked to provide fifteen active and 
thirty other than active subjects for the study. In addition to the forty-five 
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subjects surveyed, of those surveyed, two active and two other than active 
members were selected for semi-structured interviews. A total of 133 laity 
subjects were surveyed, and sixteen of those laity subjects were also 
interviewed. The staff persons from each of the congregations were also 
interviewed during a weekly staff meeting.   
Instrumentation 
 The instruments used for the project were a researcher-designed 
questionnaire and interview protocols. The questionnaire was designed for the 
laity and addressed the layperson’s involvement in the church’s ministry. The 
semi-structured interviews were designed for selected laity and the pastoral 
staffs of the identified lay-releasing congregations. 
Lay-Releasing Questionnaire 
 The questionnaire was supplied to the selected laity upon their arrival to 
the church facility and was designed to be completed within twenty minutes. 
The quantitative questionnaire included questions developed from Mallory’s 
book, The Equipping Church. Mallory concluded each chapter with a set of 
questions that could be used in evaluating a church’s effectiveness in releasing 
the laity into ministry. Questions were selected based on the six core values 
identified within equipping churches.  
Semi-Structured Interviews 
In October and November 2004, I interviewed two active members and 
two inactive members from each of the lay-releasing congregations after they 
completed the lay-releasing questionnaire. The interviews were qualitative and 
designed to be completed in forty-five minutes.  
Sixteen laypersons were selected by their church staffs to be interviewed. 
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The sixteen subjects were as diverse as possible. In addition to interviewing 
laity, I interviewed the pastoral staff of the selected lay-releasing congregations. 
The interviews took place in October and November 2004 and were each forty-
five minutes long. 
Data Collection 
In August 2004, the senior pastors of the identified congregations were 
presented with the proposed project and their responsibilities. In September 
2004, the participants in the project were first contacted by a staff 
representative from their congregations explaining they had been selected to 
participate in a study, but the purpose of the project was not divulged to the 
subjects. After this initial contact, subjects were given the twenty-four 
statement questionnaire. At the semi-structured interviews, participants had 
the opportunity to evaluate their congregation’s effectiveness in equipping and 
releasing the laity into ministry. The lay-releasing questionnaire provided the 
majority of the necessary information regarding the presence and importance of 
Mallory’s six core values of the equipping church. In addition to the 
questionnaire, the participants were asked to share their personal stories and 
how God had led them to their current area of ministry. Other data was 
collected from the informal discussion within the interview and through on-site 
observation. 
Limitations and Generalizations 
 This study was confined to four lay-releasing congregations in the North 
Georgia Conference of the United Methodist Church. The research was designed 
to compare shared characteristics of these particular congregations with core 
values identified by Mallory. Due to the project being limited to four United 
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Methodist churches in suburban Atlanta, the results may not be typical for 
churches in rural communities or churches located in other geographical areas 
of the United States.  
 The significance of the study relates to the assumption that 
characteristics shared by lay-releasing churches can be transferred to 
congregations across denominational lines. Congregations currently following a 
traditional model of ministry will benefit from the study if they are willing to 
adopt the changes necessary to release their laity into ministry. I hope that this 
project will inspire churches to follow the biblical model of lay-releasing 
congregations. I believe that those churches making the shift from the 
traditional model of ministry to the lay-releasing model will be effective in 
reaching a generation of lost people in the next century.   
Overview 
Chapter 2 reviews selected literature on lay ministry and the role of 
equipping congregations; the primary text is Mallory’s The Equipping Church. 
The subject of lay-releasing congregations was approached biblically, 
theologically, and historically. The six core values Mallory identifies formed the 
outline for the concluding section of the literature review. Chapter 3 restates 
the problem and research questions. Chapter 4 provides a report of the 
collected data and findings of the study. Chapter 5 summarizes the major 
findings, gives conclusions, and provides a summary of the study.  
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CHAPTER 2 
REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 
Traditional versus Lay-Releasing Model 
 During my formative years, I was exposed only to the traditional model of 
ministry. I grew accustomed to my pastor being a “one-man show” on Sunday 
mornings. Not once was I told that, because I was a believer in Christ, I was a 
minister. As long as I tithed and attended worship and Sunday school, I was 
“doing my part” in the church. The pastor was the paid professional, and 
members of our church were the recipients of his ministry. The relationship was 
give and take; the pastor was paid to give and the parishioners interpreted his 
actions as their privilege to take. This model of ministry shaped my 
understanding of the pastor’s role in the congregation. 
 Jim Burns introduces a lay-releasing model of ministry. Burns offers a 
simple four-step plan in modeling the biblical example of equipping and 
releasing laity into ministry. He explains the model this way: (1) I do ministry 
while you watch, (2) we do ministry together, (3) you do ministry while I watch, 
and (4) you do ministry while I do something else (115). This equipping and lay-
releasing model of ministry is so simple yet so profound. As I discussed this 
model of ministry with others, I soon discovered that it was biblical and effective 
in all areas of ministry. Christian A. Schwarz agrees that the most effective tool 
for equipping and training laity is through actual participation in ministry. 
Engaging laity in ministry is the key to their personal growth. Schwarz says, 
“This on-the-job experience yields higher-quality training with a smaller 
investment of energy” (72-73). 
 The desire to evaluate the lay-releasing ministry model was born out of 
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personal and professional interests. On a personal level, I had experienced the 
frustration of being the “one man show” in a congregation and have dealt with 
the disappointment of having parishioners see themselves as only receivers of 
ministry. Looking back on fifteen years of serving the church, the traditional 
model of ministry has had a negative effect on my familial relationships as well 
as on my physical, emotional, and spiritual well-being. 
 On a pastoral level, my experience with the lay-releasing model has given 
me hope and newfound freedom in ministry. I have experienced the fruits of the 
lay-releasing model and know firsthand the benefits of equipping and releasing 
laity into ministry. This experience has caused me to speculate about the 
primary characteristics of lay-releasing congregations and what could happen 
in the United Methodist Church if a shift occurred from the traditional model of 
ministry to the lay-releasing one. This shift could take place with the proper 
church leadership. Church leaders who are seeking to follow the biblical and 
Wesleyan historical model of ministry will help their congregations to focus on 
releasing laity into ministry. Ideally, the research from this project will be the 
catalyst to help United Methodist congregations make this monumental shift.   
 The following review examines pertinent literature about lay-releasing 
congregations. It includes biblical, theological, and historical foundations for 
the lay-releasing movement and examines the core values that Mallory identifies 
for equipping churches.   
Biblical Foundation for Lay Releasing 
 Releasing the laity to be the hands and feet of Christ is not a new 
concept. The first case of lay releasing found in the early Church is recorded in 
Acts 6:1-7, when the appointing of the seven was the first expansion of 
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leadership outside of the original twelve (T. Phillips 210). The apostles 
delegating ministry responsibilities to the seven is a biblical model of releasing 
the laity into ministry.  
This passage represents a transitional, pivotal time in the Lukan account 
of the early Church. With the church growing and trying to meet pressing 
needs, a shift in leadership responsibilities was required to maintain the 
momentum of the mission (Longenecker 327). The Grecian Jewish widows are 
overlooked during the daily distribution of food, and cultural tensions surface 
when Grecian believers raise objections to this omission to the Hebraic Jewish 
leaders. The response of the apostles to the crisis was critical due to the 
Church’s mission being threatened by the apparent divisiveness between the 
groups. The Church was growing, and conflict within the body jeopardized the 
established unity. Complaints and disruptive activity were a reminder to the 
apostles of the Israelites’ grumbling and they feared the consequences of their 
divisiveness. Any distraction from the mission of the Church to share the good 
news was seen as an attack by Satan and should be combated (Larkin 98-99).     
 The strain on the apostles’ ministry was directly related to the success of 
the Church (Larkin 99). Within days of the birth of the Church, the leaders are 
faced with an overload of ministry needs. Many were responding to the gospel, 
and Luke includes in his account that the church was growing daily (Acts 2:47). 
Early Church leaders welcomed a growth problem, and they acknowledged that 
a change in leadership structure was needed. William H. Willimon says that 
when early Church leadership was faced with meeting the needs of the Church, 
they were forced to adapt and create a new form of leadership for the church to 
survive (Pastor 30). The early Church leaders quickly realized that for the 
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Church to grow, members of the body of believers would have to utilize their 
gifts for ministry. Members of the early Church were responsible for sharing in  
meeting the ministry needs of their fellow Christians, while the apostles’ roles 
included giving attention to prayer and to the ministry of the word (Acts 6:4). 
Any threat to their calling would halt the ongoing growth of the Church, yet 
neglecting the needs of the Grecian Jewish widows and fostering disunity within 
the Church was not an option for the apostles (Larkin 99). They were focused 
on expanding the Church and were willing to make the necessary changes in 
leadership to accomplish their mission.  
 The apostles solved the potential church crisis by sharing ownership 
with the Grecian Jews in formulating a solution to the complaint. When the 
Grecian Jews bring their concern to the church leadership rather than the 
leaders adding to their own ministerial responsibilities or appointing someone 
themselves to take care of the need, they ask those who brought the need to 
their attention to solve the issue. “Brothers, choose seven men from among you 
who are known to be full of the Spirit and wisdom. We will turn this 
responsibility over to them” (Acts 6:3). The Grecian Jews are given the 
opportunity to seek God’s will for themselves. They are presented with the task 
of discerning the mind of Christ and trusted with making the proper decision 
for the Church (Stevens 185). 
 The provision of food for the Grecian widows was a vital ministry of the 
Church (Willimon, ACTS 60). The leaders of the early Church did not take this 
ministry lightly. Luke’s description of the early Church reveals that providing 
for the needs for those who were without was one of its foundational principles 
(Acts 2:45). Making food available for poor widows was as important as any 
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other ministry. Luke’s use of the Greek term diakonia to describe both the 
distribution of food and the ministry of the word shows no distinction between 
the two. “Luke stresses that the physical/social ministry has equal validity with 
the apostles’ evangelism/edification ministry” (Larkin 100).  
 Charles Talbert points out that the model of delegating ministry followed 
by the apostles mimicked that which was present in the Pentateuch. Exodus 
18:13-26, Numbers 11:16-25, Numbers 27:12-23, and Deuteronomy 1:9-18 are 
all examples illustrating a model for releasing laity into ministry.  
 Exodus 18:13-26 is the account of Moses sharing his judicial 
responsibility with other Israelite leaders after Jethro, Moses’ father-in-law, 
confronts him regarding his leadership style. Jethro tells Moses that if he 
continues to lead without sharing some of the ministry responsibility, he will 
eventually wear himself out, leading Moses to share ministry responsibilities 
with others. 
 Numbers 11:16-25 is the account of God telling Moses to gather seventy 
elders for the purpose of helping Moses “carry the burden of the people” (11:17). 
Because Moses is overwhelmed with his many ministerial duties, he follows 
God’s instructions and shares those responsibilities with the seventy elders. 
 Numbers 27:12-23 is the account of God instructing Moses to 
commission Joshua as successor in leadership of the Israelites. Moses reaches 
a point in his ministry where he is no longer capable of leading God’s children 
and he is charged to release Joshua into the leadership position. Moses heeds 
God’s command, and commissions Joshua as the next leader of the Israelites.     
 Deuteronomy 1:9-18 is the account of Moses sharing the load when 
ministry demands increased along with the numerical growth of the Israelites. 
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Moses acknowledges to the Israelites, “You are too heavy a burden for me to 
carry alone. The Lord your God has increased your numbers so that today you 
are as many as the stars in the sky” (1:9-10). When Moses is overwhelmed by 
his leadership duties, he appoints leaders within the Israelites to minister to 
their needs.  
Each of these Old Testament accounts of releasing ministry parallels the 
four-step procedure detailed in Acts 6:1-6. The problem is stated (6:1-2), a 
solution is proposed (6:3-4), qualifications of the new leadership are described 
(6:3), and the new leaders are set apart for ministry (6:5-6; Larkin 29). Thus, 
the model for releasing the body of believers into ministry used by the early 
Church leaders was not a new one. It was a proven method that had worked for 
the Israelites, and the apostles trusted that it would again be successful. 
The apostles’ approach to the complaint did two things that enabled a 
win/win solution for the church leaders and the Grecian Jews. The apostles 
faced the problem immediately and openly, and they allowed the Grecian Jews 
to have ownership in the solution (Larkin 101). While the apostles knew they 
needed the support of their Grecian brothers and sisters, they also knew they 
had neither the time nor the energy to solve the crisis themselves. The apostles 
were dependent on the Grecian Jews for providing guidance in the crisis, and 
the Grecian Jews were willing to be part of the solution. Each of the seven men 
chosen by the Grecian Jews had Greek names. The apostles affirmed the 
choices by praying for and laying hands on the seven prior to sending them into 
ministry (Acts 6:6). With this solution, the minority Grecian Jews were affirmed 
as part of the body of believers, and the apostles were free to focus on their 
primary roles. Although the duties of the two groups were distinct, one was not 
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elevated above the other because they were equally important to the Church’s 
continued growth (Larkin 101).  
Although both the early Church leaders and the Grecian Jews benefited 
from the solution to the crisis, the results of the apostles releasing the laity into 
ministry proved that joint resolution of problems would be the catalyst to 
ensure the continued growth of the Church. Luke records that the “word of God 
spread. The number of disciples in Jerusalem increased rapidly, and a large 
number of priests became obedient to the faith” (Acts 6:7). The Church grew 
because of the apostles’ decision to release the laity into ministry. This 
willingness of the early Church leaders to share the ministry ignited the first-
century Church. The delegation of ministry enabled more individuals within the 
body of believers to be involved in the ministry of the Church so that the laity 
became part of the solution.   
Another result of the decision to release the laity into ministry was the 
emergence of Stephen and Philip as new leaders in the Church. These two men, 
who were filled with the Holy Spirit, are first mentioned in the list of the seven 
chosen by the Grecian Jews, and go on to be strong leaders in the early 
Church.  
Stephen is falsely accused of “speaking words of blasphemy against 
Moses and against God” (Acts 6:11). In Acts 7:2-53, Luke records Stephen’s 
lengthy speech before the Sanhedrin in which he accuses them of murdering 
the “Righteous One” (6:52). After angering the Sanhedrin with his speech, 
Stephen is dragged into the city and stoned (6:58). Stephen’s speech and 
persecution represent a pivotal point for the early Church. Up until this time, 
the Church was primarily focused in Jerusalem, but Stephen’s persecution led 
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to the missional launch of the early Church when it spread into Judea and 
Samaria. These followers spread throughout Judea and Samaria, take root and 
begin to bear fruit. God uses the persecution of Stephen to work his purposes 
(Willimon, ACTS 65).   
Because of the persecution of the Church, Philip flees Jerusalem and 
ends up in Samaria. After becoming an evangelist, performing miraculous 
signs, and healing many, he receives much attention from the crowds (Acts 8:4-
8).  
Like Stephen, Philip’s first recorded ministry is caring for the needs of 
the Grecian Jewish widows. By the apostles’ releasing Stephen and Philip into 
ministry, these two followers grow to be strong leaders of the early Church. For 
Stephen and Philip, that initial involvement in ministry led them into deeper 
areas of ministry. If the apostles had chosen to care for the needs of the Grecian 
Jewish widows themselves, both Stephen and Philip would have been deterred 
in serving, thus hindering the growth of the early Church. Empowering the 
seven to be involved in ministry contributed to the growth of the first-century 
Church.  
The solution presented by the Grecian Jews and affirmed by the early 
Church leaders reveals the values of the first-century Church. These believers 
were willing to make the necessary changes to ensure that the gospel would 
reach throughout the known world. They were committed to unity, to a holistic 
ministry, and to preaching and teaching that would bring growth to the Church 
(Larkin 101). 
A secondary passage supporting Luke’s account of the early Church 
releasing laity into ministry is found in Ephesians 4:11-13. Paul, in his letter to 
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the church in Ephesus, makes clear that followers of Jesus are expected to join 
God in his ministry to his people. The ministry of the Church is to be shared 
between church leadership and laity, and the passage affirms the role of the 
leader as one who prepares God’s people for “works of service” (4:12). 
Paul, in the Ephesians 4 passage, implies that leaders are given the task 
of equipping the saints for the work of ministry. Willimon says, “The 
significance of pastors is derived from what needs to happen among the 
ministers; that is church. These equippers of the saints are called ‘pastors’” 
(Pastor 36). As equippers, pastors are charged to release laity into 
ministry to ensure that the needs of their congregations are met. 
Ephesians 4:11-13 does not rank the different gifts one above the other. 
Rather, the body of Christ functions best when all of its members are serving in 
their own areas of ministry giftedness. If some ministry gifts were perceived as 
greater than any others, then the gap between clergy and laity would increase.  
Hunter says that the Church is dependent on both the clergy and laity 
serving together in ministry:   
We are called out from the world to be a people in ministry to one 
another and to the world. The New Testament did not inflict upon 
us this artificial and tragic split between the clergy and the laity, 
the professionals and the amateurs, the players and the 
spectators. (Church 121)      
 
These biblical models of lay releasing set the foundation for today’s 
Church. Churches that release their laity into ministry empower, equip, and 
encourage them to serve in the name of Christ. Like the apostles, the clergy of 
lay-releasing congregations understand that they cannot handle the needs of 
their churches and communities by themselves. They know that the most 
effective ministry is a shared one based on the models in Acts 6:1-7 and 
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Ephesians 4:11-13. 
Theological Foundation for Lay Releasing 
The traditional church model portrays clergy and laity as opposite ends 
of ministry. Because the laity do not see themselves as ministers called to serve 
within the kingdom, they assign ministry to the realm of professional clergy. 
Likewise, in the traditional church model, clergy believe that authentic ministry 
takes place only by the hand of ordained professionals. The outcome of this 
thinking is that clergy are hesitant to equip and release laity into ministry and 
laity neither understand nor act out their roles as ministers. For the traditional 
church to reverse the current trend and adopt a lay-releasing model of ministry, 
it must embrace a theology of the laity. James L. Garlow says that this is not a 
theology for the laity but rather a theology of the laity. A theology of the laity is 
not making theology palatable for laity. Rather, this theology of laity creates a 
foundation that says that all believers are ministers, a theological underpinning 
that helps laity understand their place within the kingdom of God (25). 
This project was approached with the understanding that a theology of 
the laity is biblically, historically, and theologically sound. The doctrine of the 
Trinity provides the foundation for the theology of the laity, thus supporting 
and providing the groundwork for a lay-releasing model of ministry. The basis 
for lay-releasing ministry can be found through the Godhead’s mutual love, 
communion, and sending. 
The Church is plagued with members who are binitarian, placing 
emphasis on God the Father and God the Son, but separating God the Spirit as 
a divine influence or power. Gordon D. Fee, when summarizing earlier 
theologians Pinnock, Hunter, and Synge, says, “The practicing creed for many 
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Christians goes something like, ‘I believe in God the Father; I believe in Jesus 
Christ, God’s Son; but I wonder about the Holy Ghost.’ The Spirit has become 
God’s specter,… less than vibrant influence” (37). Binitarian theology strips 
away the trinitarian perichoresis, a Greek term meaning “derivation,” which 
places the persons of the Godhead as coterminous and coextensive, with shared 
divine life between the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit (Butin 124). “The doctrine of 
the perichoresis links together in a brilliant way the threeness and the unity, 
without reducing the threeness to the unity, or dissolving the unity in the 
threeness” (Moltmann 199). The doctrine of the Trinity is a foundation for 
understanding ministry. The three persons of the Godhead are separate but 
equal; they serve together in unity while having independent functions (Stevens 
146). Only a trinitarian theology can provide the proper balance needed for a 
lay-releasing model of ministry. The Trinity gives the model of establishing 
community, offering self to others in love, and sending into ministry. 
The Trinity and Communion  
The Orthodox theologian John D. Zizioulas says, “The nature of God is 
communion” (134). The concept of Trinity is grounded in the human experience 
of the Almighty. At the very heart of the Trinity is the notion that God is a 
community, and this community reveals to human beings a model for ministry. 
The Godhead exhibits for the Church a community that delights in both the 
distinctiveness of each person and the fullness of the communion. For 
centuries, the Trinity has been a central Christian conviction anchoring 
covenantal communities, thus providing a model for those serving in ministry 
(Moore 13, 87). 
God is to be understood as the communion of three persons, not the 
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separateness of three individuals. These three exist to support each other 
distinctively and particularly, without merging, in what Colin Gunton refers to 
as the “inseparable communion” (10-12). The need exists to emphasize 
communion among the three persons in addition to the unity of the Godhead. 
Karl Rahner says the Lateran IV council made a distinction between de Deo uno 
(oneness of God) and de Deo trino (threeness of the God). Since the division, the 
Church has been plagued with a tendency to focus on the Trinity as unity and 
neglect the Trinity as community (15-21). By focusing on the trinitarian union, 
the Church’s understanding of the individual’s role in ministry is obscured. The 
communitarian life among the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit is the epitome of the 
lay-releasing model of ministry. The first step of one’s missionary journey 
begins with the experience of communion (Baucum 11). 
The Trinity and Intimate Love 
 Leanne Payne refers to the shared love within the Trinity as the “Great 
Dance” the intimate love that the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit possess for each 
other (qtd. in Seamands).  The love that exists within the Godhead provides a 
model for ministry in that one cannot sufficiently love another without 
partaking in God’s own love (Volf 237); thus, participation in this intimate love 
is a prerequisite for authentic ministry. 
 God reveals himself as love in the fellowship of the Father, the Son, and 
the Holy Spirit. Trinitarian love expresses itself by loving and giving life. God the 
Father demonstrates his love through Jesus. God loves and affirms the world 
through giving himself to the world. As Jurgen Moltmann explains, “If God is 
love he is at once the lover, the beloved and the love itself” (56-57). 
 God’s love is available not because human beings can reach God with 
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their own strength but because the triune God has reached to human beings. 
Trinitarian love extends within the Godhead and at the same time reaches down 
to the world in selfless love. The triune God has come into the world in Jesus 
Christ and met human beings on their own terms. In addition to Jesus, the 
Holy Spirit enters the lives of God’s children, opening their hearts and minds to 
recognize God. The God who is identified in Jesus Christ by the Holy Spirit is 
indeed the triune God (Butin 75). The intimate love conveyed in the Trinity is 
the love that grounds the work of the triune God in the Church.  
The Trinity and Sending 
The very nature of God’s love is to flow to others and a sending from God 
flows out of that love (Seamands). Ministry grounded in trinitarian theology 
proposes that service is an expectation. “Service is the expression of the 
relational love life of the triune God through the whole people of God in the 
empowering presence of the Spirit” (Stevens 144). Each person in the Church is 
a minister and, with theological basis, is called to serve in the kingdom (145).  
Sending and serving flow out of one’s experience of God’s love. The love 
expressed within the Trinity flows into the world through Jesus and the Holy 
Spirit. Likewise, the Church allows God’s love to flow from it. As God the Father 
sent Jesus and the Holy Spirit to a deprived world, the Church continues 
sending God’s love to the world. Human sending is modeled after the divine 
sending (Seamands). Because God the Father begets the Son and bestows the 
Spirit in love, a model of ministry evolves. This pattern is based on begetting 
and bestowing the love of the triune God (Baucum 10).  
 David J. Bosch points out that the movement that sends the Church into 
the world should be attributed to God, not the Church. Mission, therefore, 
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should be seen as a movement from God to the world. The sending of the Son 
by the Father and the sending of the Spirit by the Father and Son lead to the 
mission of the Church, missio Dei (390). This missionary characteristic of God 
defines the Church as God’s instrument, which communicates his love to the 
world (Guder et al. 4-5).  
The Church is in existence because of God. The Church does not send 
itself into the world; rather, the Church is sent by God to be in ministry. The 
Holy Spirit equips and guides the Church in following the example set by the 
anointed Jesus (Baucum 14). The calling on one’s life to serve comes from God, 
not the Church.  
Using the Trinity as a theological foundation for lay-releasing ministry 
creates unity in the midst of diversity. The three persons of the Trinity are 
different in function but one in nature. Likewise, laity represent many gifts but 
one body—the body of Christ. Each member of the body of Christ is “a 
specialized ‘cell’ that gives to the body what no other cell can give” (Nesbitt 12). 
Laity understand that they are called by God to be active in the kingdom of 
God—using their gifts for ministry.  
The incarnational service of Jesus establishes the mission of the Church 
(Stevens 145); Jesus’ role as God’s Son is the Church’s model for ministry. 
Jesus is sent by God to the world to represent who God is. Jesus had a specific 
role to fulfill while on earth. Similarly, laity are sent into the world representing 
Christ while fulfilling a specific role in the ministry of the Church.  
Stevens says that a trinitarian theological approach to ministry leaves no 
choice but for laity to participate in ministry. “Those who are in God because 
they are in Christ through the Spirit must participate in the world that God so 
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loves” (143-44). The Father freely giving the Son and the Spirit provides the 
framework for the Church giving itself to the world in the name of the triune 
God. Not sharing in ministry is theologically unacceptable for the believer; 
sharing in ministry is an inherent part of being in the Church.  
A trinitarian approach to ministry engages the entire body of believers in 
ministry. Just as each member of the triune God has a specific role, every 
Christian has a responsibility in the kingdom. When these roles are fulfilled, the 
Church demonstrates the characteristics that made the first-century Church 
dynamic. The vibrancy of the apostolic Church was not only an indication of 
what happens when the Church is Spirit inspired; it was a map of what 
happens when the Church recovers its missionary character (Baucum 16). 
Trinitarian theology provides the basis for the Church’s original mission of 
releasing laity into ministry.  
A Historical Foundation for Lay Releasing 
 As a pastor serving in the Wesleyan tradition, examining John Wesley’s 
understanding and practice of lay-releasing ministry is fitting. The Methodist 
movement is based on the principle of the priesthood of all believers. From the 
beginning of his ministry, Wesley’s understanding of the role of laity was one of 
service in ministry. He emphasized that every believer was a minister and had a 
specific role to play in the kingdom. As a result of this emphasis, Frederick A. 
Norwood says, “Methodism has been incapable of distinguishing clearly 
between clergy and laity” (132-33). Class leaders were responsible for equipping 
and releasing their people into ministry. Not until the end of the nineteenth 
century did the circuit rider start to vanish, when more clergy chose to settle 
down in specific communities with their families. This shift opened the gap in 
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Methodism that separates clergy and laity today (Watson 47). Although many 
United Methodist churches do not currently function under the lay-releasing 
model, Wesley’s original intent was to equip and release laity into ministry.  
 The uniqueness surrounding the Methodist movement was not that it 
used laity for service; rather, its distinction was the extent to which the laity 
were used (Garlow 72). Wesley released the laity to serve as lay preachers, class 
leaders, local preachers, band leaders, stewards, and exhorters. Garlow states 
that Wesley “probably had the most extensive network of laypersons trained for 
ministry ever known in the history of Christianity” (77). 
 The Protestant Reformation began with Martin Luther’s assertion: 
“Everyone who has been baptized may claim that he already has been 
consecrated a priest, bishop or pope. There is no difference between us” (qtd. in 
Ogden 11). Wesley’s emphasis on the priesthood of all believers was directly 
linked to the Protestant Reformation. Reflecting on Martin Luther’s view of 
Scripture, Kenneth Scott Latourette states, “He maintained that the works of 
priests and members of the religious orders are not a whit more sacred in the 
sight of God than those of a farmer in his fields or of a woman in her household 
duties” (713-14). Wesley shared Luther’s understanding of the role of the laity; 
he believed that ministry belonged to all Christians. Because Wesley wanted 
Methodists to be known as a holy people, each Methodist had the responsibility 
to live a life of devotion. Christianity has never since seen a more complete 
expression of the priesthood of believers than in early Methodism (Norwood 54). 
 Wesley provided laity with opportunities to serve in leadership positions. 
One of the more effective ways Wesley utilized the laity was through the 
leadership of the three-tiered structured he called the United Society, consisting 
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of smaller societies, bands, and classes (Heitzenrater 118). He saw the value of 
small groups in the Oxford Methodists and Moravians through corporate 
prayer, confession, spiritual nourishment, and support. Wesley understood that 
justification was not a one-time change for a believer and that living a 
consistent life of holiness was difficult for most individuals; thus, he placed a 
strong emphasis on attending class meetings (104). Wesley desired for every 
Methodist, especially those interested in maturing in the faith, to belong to a 
class. The class was the primary entry for “awakened” seekers who were 
searching and desiring a justification experience (Hunter, Church 85).  
 Wesley was dependent on the laity to provide the leadership for these 
classes. Hunter says that the Methodist movement “went quite beyond 
‘priesthood of all believers’ sloganeering and actually entrusted virtually all the 
ministry that matters to laypeople” (Hunter, Church 123). Wesley wanted to 
make sure that those in the movement were shepherded and that their spiritual 
needs were met. He did not believe in starting new classes without having the 
proper lay leadership in place for fear of seeing the classes fall apart soon after  
(To Spread 119). Leadership was critical for the ongoing spiritual growth of 
small groups. Class leaders had the responsibility of ensuring members were 
grounded in the Christian faith and had a critical role in providing spiritual 
nourishment for their flocks. David Lowes Watson says, “They were as spiritual 
a group of leaders the church has ever produced” (28). 
 Another area of ministry released to the laity was the role of lay preacher, 
a pivotal factor in the growth of Methodism. Like most aspects of the early 
Methodist movement, lay preaching evolved out of necessity. Wesley had not 
specifically designed the Methodist movement to be led by laity; however, 
  Ellison 33 
 
because of the substantial growth of the movement, Wesley personally trained 
653 lay preachers during his half century of ministry to meet emerging needs 
(Garlow 73). The need for leadership was created by dissention between Wesley 
and some of the clergy who, he had hoped, would help manage the societies. 
When the revival began to split into Calvinist, Moravian, and Wesleyan 
segments, Wesley and his brother Charles found themselves traveling from 
society to society offering encouragement and leadership. The Wesleys were 
losing clergy allies but were building a strong team of lay preachers 
(Heitzenrater 113) who evolved into the spiritual army that spurred the growth 
of the Methodist movement. 
 Wesley’s use of lay preachers also caused him some degree of trouble. 
Criticized for many of his practices, he was condemned most for field preaching 
and the use of laypersons as preachers (Garlow 73). Wesley did not buckle 
under this pressure; he defended his use of laity as preachers by noting that 
Jesus was a carpenter and the first Christian preachers were uneducated 
fishermen (Luccock and Hutchinson 122). Because of the growth of the different 
societies, Wesley was faced with releasing the leadership of these groups to 
laity. In 1746, the movement had six traveling circuits led by lay preachers; by 
Wesley’s death in 1791, the movement had grown to 114 circuits (Garlow 75). 
 Wesley equipped and released both his lay preachers and society leaders 
into ministry. He believed that being part of the Methodist movement meant 
being released into ministry and wanted all members in his societies to be 
active in serving others in the name of Christ. Wesley believed that if followers 
of Christ were known for their acts of Christian service, those outside the faith 
would come into a relationship with Christ. “One thing we have learned from 
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Wesley, or could have, is that evangelism for him was a lifelong martyrdom, an 
ungrudging outpouring of self in service, in Christ’s name and spirit” (Outler 
103). He understood that, as believers, sharing the faith also meant living it out 
by serving those in need. 
 Wesley emphasized visiting the infirm, which he viewed as an obligation 
of the healthy. He had a passion to minister to those who were physically sick, 
in addition to those who were suffering spiritually. He went so far as to say that 
visiting the sick was a responsibility of anyone who desired to enter the 
kingdom of God. This responsibility not only fell on the clergy, lay preachers, 
and society leaders; it was a duty of every healthy layperson. Wesley understood 
this act of mercy and work of charity as a means of grace to the suffering, and 
he believed it pleasing to God (Brackney 44). 
 Wesley believed that the Methodist movement had to be built around 
service to others if it were going to survive. Lovett H. Weems points out that 
Wesley’s intention from the beginning of the movement was for the movement to 
be based on serving others (38). Due to the strains of rising budgets and other 
obligations, some churches lose focus on this purpose. Two hundred years ago, 
Wesley was aware of how easily a body of believers could lose focus on serving 
others, which is why he emphasized that every Methodist should be released 
into ministry. Wesley placed a higher priority on outward service than he did on 
inward spiritual growth. This emphasis was partly due to Wesley’s belief that 
new believers would find growing spiritually easier than serving the poor 
(Bauknight 27). Brian Kelley Bauknight says, “He suggested, therefore, that we 
consider the works of outreach first—not because they were more important, 
but because they might otherwise be neglected” (27).  
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Wesley modeled servant hood; serving others was part of Wesley’s 
persona. Because he was a philanthropist, the Methodist movement became 
affiliated with activities aimed at relieving suffering and helping those in need. 
Through visiting the sick, reaching out to the needy, and making prison calls, 
Wesley gave all those in the movement an example to follow. The history of 
Methodism that emphasized ministering to the less privileged goes back directly 
to the fountainhead, the founder of the movement (Norwood 60). 
One of the reasons Methodism quickly gained momentum was the 
effective system of accountability and individual care Wesley put in place. 
Wesley was concerned that his lay leadership not get burned out in ministry, 
and he wanted to ensure their physical and spiritual health. He was committed 
to the ongoing growth of the laity and Wesley’s system assured constant 
emphasis on “bearing one another’s burdens.” Wesley made sure that the 
slightest affliction did not go unnoticed. Wesley stressed that every person was 
dependent, and he wanted his leaders to know that they should depend on each 
other (Henderson 144).  
Wesley understood that the Church’s ministry to both Christians and 
non-Christians had to be trusted primarily to the laity. He believed that 
releasing the laity into ministry was the only way the Church would make an 
eternal difference in the world. The Methodist movement’s growth has a direct 
correlation to Wesley’s trusting and releasing the society leaders and lay 
preachers into active service. Wesley perceived that the Holy Spirit gifted all 
believers for ministry, and he realized his responsibility to equip and release 
them to serve. Within two years of his Aldersgate experience, Wesley found 
himself directing a movement with great needs for outreach, teaching, ministry, 
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and leadership. He faced this challenge with virtually no ordained clergy at his 
disposal; thus, the lay-releasing movement known as Methodism was born 
(Hunter, Church 122). For Methodists, equipping and releasing the laity into 
the ministry has a historical foundation. 
The Lay-Releasing Movement 
        Biblical, theological, and historical foundations support a lay-releasing 
model of ministry. John C. Maxwell says that the success of leaders is 
determined by the people on their team (3). In the twenty-first century, the most 
effective pastors will be those equipping and releasing their laity into ministry, 
and their success level will be determined by the degree of laity involvement in 
their congregations. Clergy developing laity to share in ministry is the key for 
developing healthy, growing churches. If churches fail to become lay-releasing 
congregations, they will not survive the twenty-first century.  
 Lyle E. Schaller says that the Church does have a strong future. 
Although some church growth experts are predicting death for many mainline 
churches, Schaller sees hope for the Church in the future (49). He is seeing 
more churches move toward becoming lay-releasing congregations. Because 
clergy are learning that laity can be trusted, they are turning over vital areas of 
ministry to them resulting in a surge in the number of laity actively involved in 
ministry and congregations that are healthy and thriving (50). Churches who 
are equipping their laity for ministry experience the benefits of following this 
biblical model (Disciple 7). Laity discover that they have a role to play in the 
kingdom and clergy have more time to focus on their areas of strength. The key 
to a growing, vital church is the empowerment of laity with laity and clergy 
becoming active coworkers, as God’s people (Lindgren and Shawchuck 13).  
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 Churches, which strive for success as defined by numerical growth, can 
learn from the business community. Successful companies possess strong 
shared values that direct and give guidance for the organization’s leadership (D. 
Phillips 53). Successful churches are no different. Every successful church has 
shared values; some of these are spoken while others are unspoken. Lay-
releasing congregations affirm that every believer is called into ministry and 
that laity are expected to serve in the kingdom (Ayers 78). Pastors who release 
their laity into ministry understand their roles as equippers of the saints. They 
are aware that when laity discover what Marlene Wilson calls their “reason for 
being,” they are ready to move forward to serve in ministry (69).  
 One of the overall benefits of the lay-releasing model is that ministry is 
decentralized. When ministry responsibilities are shared throughout the 
congregation, pastors are not overwhelmed by handling the load themselves. 
Pastors relinquish their control of ministry, laity use their gifts to fulfill ministry 
needs, and ministry is released to those on the grass roots level, where it 
belongs (Galloway and Mills 85). Stewart C. Zabriskie refers to the pastor’s 
surrendering of ministry and releasing ministry to the laity as “total ministry”—
the recognition that every baptized believer should be in ministry (1). 
 A hunger to be involved in ministry exists among many laity; they are not 
interested in being what Russell Moy refers to as a “passive pewsitter” 
(Christensen 30). Laity have a desire to make a difference with their lives; they 
are no longer satisfied with being mere greeters, ushers, parking supervisors, or 
offering counters. They are ready to be life-change agents for a hurting world 
(Galloway 72), and the lay-releasing model of ministry provides such an 
opportunity.  
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The Equipping Church 
 According to Childress, the most current and effective book on lay-
releasing congregations is Mallory’s The Equipping Church. In it, she provides 
an extensive study of how equipping churches function and the benefits 
thereof. She gives examples of successful lay-releasing congregations and  
shares her findings from numerous interviews and studies. In the text, she 
offers what she calls the “Core Values of an Equipping Church” (198). Her list of 
core values, found in each of the equipping churches she studied, includes 
prayer, the priesthood of all believers, servant leadership, team ministry, 
intentionality, and proactive response to change. This foundation of core values 
provides the framework for the remainder of the literature review. With these six 
fundamental principles in mind, the review examines current literature 
supporting Mallory’s thesis.  
Prayer 
 Mallory says that equipping churches recognize the role of prayer as a 
tool to discern God’s vision for their church and that this vision always includes 
a plan toward equipping laity into ministry (198). Prayer is a means for 
discovering not only the how and when of releasing laity into ministry but also 
the most important “who” will be equipped and released. The effectiveness and 
power of prayer is evident in lay-releasing congregations. Schwarz discovered in 
his research, that those persons with a quality prayer life were more likely to be 
involved in a growing congregation (26). 
 Rudy Heintzelman, coordinator of the lay-involvement program at Frazer 
Memorial United Methodist Church in Montgomery, Alabama, says that prayer 
plays a critical part of the level of lay involvement. When members volunteer to 
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serve in an area of ministry, they also make a commitment to pray. In January 
2003, Frazer had 90 percent of their members involved in some type of 
ministry. Mallory discovered that equipping churches are deliberate in ensuring 
that their members have a strong relationship with Jesus Christ through a 
strong prayer life. Through prayer, members listen to God and discern where he 
is leading them in ministry (172). Prayer motivates laity to be involved in 
ministry (Byrne 93). 
 John Ed Mathison, Pastor of Frazer Memorial United Methodist Church, 
says that prayer is the first step in determining Frazer’s plan of laity 
involvement. Mathison says that prayer has provided the foundation for 
Frazer’s growth (Tried and True 1). Hunter has discovered the same core value 
in what he calls “Apostolic Congregations” (Church 30). Disciplined and earnest 
in prayer, apostolic congregations make involving all of the laity in ministry a 
priority (31-32). P. T. Forsyth says, “Prayer is to the religious life what original 
research is for science—by it we get direct contact with reality” (78). The more 
laity seek God, the clearer his will for them will be. Through prayer, lay-
releasing congregations discern when and how to equip and release their laity 
into ministry.   
The Priesthood of All Believers 
 Mallory uses Ephesians 4:11-13 as the primary biblical foundation for 
her thesis on equipping churches (25). In addition to Ephesians 1-6, she 
includes Romans 12:4-8 and 1 Corinthians 12-14 as core biblical texts for 
equipping churches (29) since each passage affirms the priesthood of all 
believers. Mallory’s core values are built upon the framework that each member 
of the body of Christ is a minister. Lay-releasing congregations are rooted in 
  Ellison 40 
 
empowering their laity to be active in ministry; they do not believe that 
authentic ministry is limited to paid professionals on church staffs. Every 
believer is equipped with gifts to serve within the kingdom. 
 One of the reasons that the Reformation’s catchphrase, “priesthood of 
believers,” is not being lived out in many local congregations is due to a lack of 
understanding by the laity. Laity are not claiming their gifts for ministry, thus 
leaving the majority of the Church’s ministry to the paid clergy. Schwarz 
believes the reason laity are failing to claim their gifts is due to clergy 
resistance, originating in false theological paradigms. These paradigms restrain 
much of Christianity (24-25) by giving no consideration to the layperson’s 
giftedness. Such paradigms can be seen in traditional models of ministry when 
clergy appoint laypersons to ministry areas, yet give no directional teaching on 
discovering their spiritual gifts.  
 The Disciple Bible Study, a thirty-four week program produced by the 
United Methodist Church, has been productive in releasing laity into ministry. 
This program, with the stated objective of generating disciples for Jesus Christ 
who will serve in the kingdom, has been a vehicle for implementing the core 
value of the priesthood of all believers in the United Methodist Church (Disciple). 
  Church leaders often dictate the ministry in which laypersons should 
serve and then search eagerly for “volunteers” to fulfill their vision. Such 
leadership prohibits the laity from sharing and fulfilling the vision God has 
given the congregation because the clergy are essentially teaching their laity 
that clergy are responsible for assigning spiritual gifts. The Church flourishes 
when laity are given the opportunity to serve using their God-given spiritual 
gifts. Church leaders who implement a theology of the priesthood of believers 
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within their congregations see the ministry of their churches grow. When laity 
are using their gifts, they will increase their level of involvement and meet the  
expectations of their church leaders (Anderson 141). 
 The Reformation acknowledged the important role of the laity in the 
Church and that each believer has spiritual gifts and access to God (Ogden 11). 
For the first time in centuries, laity were told that they could employ their gifts 
and be used in ministry by God. Churches that have moved away from a 
theology of the laity have seen a decrease in the involvement of their members. 
 Churches that understand and practice the priesthood of all believers see 
a multiplication of their ministry (Snyder and Runyon 91). Laity gain confidence 
from being active in ministry; they begin seeing themselves as ministers, and 
this self-acknowledgment increases their excitement and involvement in 
ministry. Encouragement and joy in the local church result when they begin 
trusting the Holy Spirit rather than the paid professional (Bauknight 29). When 
members of congregations see themselves as ministers, they understand that 
they have been commissioned by God to serve in his kingdom. These 
“priesthood of all believers” churches understand every ministry is worth 
commissioning (Nelson 43-44). Lay-releasing congregations are proactive in 
teaching and applying a theology of the laity within their churches. They bear 
witness to the priesthood of all believers.  
Servant Leadership 
 Servant leaders of lay-releasing churches demonstrate humility and 
authenticity within their congregations. They are not afraid to be held 
accountable, and they possess a genuine care for all people. Servant leaders 
give proper direction to equipping churches (Mallory 198). Senior pastors of 
  Ellison 42 
 
equipping congregations provide the leadership that fosters laity serving in 
ministry. Church leaders maintain this lay-releasing culture through servant 
leadership (65).  
 Jesus gives the ultimate model of servant leadership. He modeled 
leadership with a basin and towel while admonishing his followers that they 
should not behave like power-grabbing Gentiles (Willimon, Pastor 35). He told 
his disciples, “If anyone wants to be first, he must be the very last, and the 
servant of all” (Mark 9:35), and he proved he was the ultimate servant by 
accepting his role on the cross (Luke 22:42). 
 Church leaders who understand that a servant leadership style best 
enables the church to grow and thrive will ensure that their church members 
are equipped to serve in ministry. Dale Galloway and Kathi Mills say to church 
leaders, “Being a servant is our ministry” (85). When laity see their pastors as 
servant leaders, they realize that no competition exists between professional 
and lay ministers; they understand that ministry is truly a team effort. Clergy 
and laity working together for the sake of the kingdom is the foundation of 
servant leadership. 
 Church leaders with a servant style of leadership are more efficient in 
equipping their laity to serve in ministry than those who are more 
authoritarian. Church leaders who use the boss or expert style of leadership too 
often kill the creativity of laity wanting to serve. When laity believe that their 
creativity is unwanted, their willingness to serve in ministry decreases. Laity 
need to see their church leaders as servants. If leaders fail to operate this way, 
the ministry of their churches will suffer (Wilson 25). 
 No one person impacts a congregation like the pastor (Cueni 106). The  
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pastor’s style of leadership is reflected within the congregation and what a 
congregation experiences in way of leadership, they soon will become. Church 
leaders who lead through serving will develop congregations that see themselves 
as servants. They will look for opportunities to serve each other and their 
community and want to reach out with the gospel to as many as possible. One 
can observe a relationship between servant leaders and congregations who want 
to be equipped to serve in the kingdom.  
Team Ministry 
 The era of the “Lone Ranger” pastor leading an effective church is over. A 
team approach to ministry may be new to many local congregations, but if 
churches are going to make a difference in the twenty-first century they must 
adapt to doing ministry this way (Cordeiro 176). Mallory says that equipping 
churches are built around the individuality of gifts and a willingness of the 
team to work together (198). Teamwork within local churches provides a strong 
sense of community, thus leading to effective ministry.     
 The difference between committees and ministry teams is that while 
committees usually supervise ministry, teams actually work together to do 
ministry (Anderson 78). The traditional church model is designed around 
committees: Church committees make decisions regarding the church’s 
ministry, then expect the paid staff to act accordingly. The lay-releasing model 
takes the opposite approach: The staff or church leaders determine God’s vision 
for the church and laity volunteer to carry out the ministry by serving in their 
areas of their giftedness. Ministry is designed to be implemented by teams, thus 
enabling individuals to be equipped to serve in ministry. The old rule of doing 
ministry is “ministry depends on the leader”; the new rule says “ministry 
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depends on the team” (Anderson 123). The team approach to ministry gives 
ownership to the laity and provides room for their creativity (Lindgren and 
Shawchuck 47). 
 At the heart of team ministry is an attitude of partnership (Maxwell 142) 
created by trust between clergy and laity. Because clergy often fear that laity 
will not be as effective in ministry as they themselves would be, this is a 
difficult step for some clergy. However, clergy and laity working together 
implementing a team ministry create a remarkable vitality within the 
congregation (Bauknight 70). The equipping, lay-releasing congregation is built 
around clergy and laity working together on teams.  
Intentionality 
 Transitioning a traditional church into a lay-releasing one takes much 
time and intentionality which can be a stumbling block for many churches 
(Mallory 38). Churches successful in making this shift have a plan in place to 
make the transition. Traditional churches interested in moving towards 
becoming lay releasing should closely examine their current internal system, 
which must be intentional in providing opportunities for laity to be equipped 
and released into ministry (Wilson 23).  
 Changing the culture of a traditional church requires assessing its 
current culture, envisioning the possibilities of ministry, adopting equipping 
values, preparing a biblical foundation, penning an execution strategy, casting 
the vision to the congregation, and affirming laity who are already actively 
involved in ministry (Mallory 200). Both clergy and laity leaders, have to be 
intentional while guiding traditional congregations through this process. 
Church leaders who are intentional shape their style of leadership to meet the 
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needs of those they lead (Blanchard and Hersey 169). When leaders adapt their 
leadership style to empower their laity to serve in ministry, the church can 
better function as a lay-releasing congregation.  
 The primary responsibility for casting this vision of lay-releasing ministry 
lies with the pastor. The pastor has to emphasize the ministry of the laity 
through sermons, newsletters, church letters and teaching for the traditional 
church culture to change. From the time individuals join a lay-releasing 
congregation, they should be given the opportunity to serve. The sooner people 
find a place to serve in the ministry of the church, the more the church will 
mean to them (Mathison, Every Member 6). This type of laity involvement takes 
place when church leaders make sure their laypersons are equipped for 
ministry.   
 After the pastor, the next most important person in this process is the 
one who oversees the assimilation of volunteers. Having a staff person or a key 
volunteer assume this role is critical if the church is going to be an effective lay-
releasing congregation (Johnson 72). This person has the responsibility of 
matching opportunities to serve with laity gifts.  
 The tool most commonly used to assimilate volunteers is the “time and 
talent” sheet (Wilson 22). This instrument, used in most lay-releasing 
congregations, is designed so that laity can find areas of service that match up 
with their gifts. While this tool can be very effective, laypersons who are not 
contacted after completing a “time and talent” sheet can become discouraged 
and disgruntled. Congregations effective in releasing laity into ministry are 
efficient with “time and talent” volunteer follow-up (22). When churches make 
sure this instrument is used properly, it serves as a vehicle for releasing laity 
  Ellison 46 
 
into ministry.  
 The best way for churches to determine their future is to be intentional 
with the present (Lindgren and Shawchuck 80). Intentionality is a core value of 
lay-releasing churches. Churches that equip and send their members into 
ministry have leaders who make sure the laity are involved in ministry. Leaders 
and systems are in place to ensure that every member has an opportunity to 
serve.  
Two Intentional United Methodist Churches 
 Two United Methodist churches that have shown intentionality in 
providing an infrastructure encouraging lay involvement are Frazer Memorial 
United Methodist Church in Montgomery, Alabama, and the United Methodist 
Church of the Resurrection in Leawood, Kansas. Both of these churches have 
systems within their infrastructure that foster lay-releasing ministry. These 
congregations are two of the fastest growing United Methodist churches in 
North America. 
 Frazer Memorial’s slogan is, “Every Member in Ministry.” In 1970, the 
pastoral leadership developed a system to equip and release its members into 
ministry. This system is still in place today and continues to be the catalyst for 
Frazer Memorial’s numerical and spiritual growth (Mathison, Tried and True iv). 
 Frazer Memorial distinguishes the difference between recruiting people 
for ministry and allowing laity to volunteer for ministry. For a church leader to 
recruit a person for a specific ministry implies the church leader knows a 
person’s spiritual gifts and abilities better than the layperson involved. The 
church leadership at Frazer Memorial does not select the ministry in which a 
person ought to be involved; rather, the individual person prayerfully considers 
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where God is leading him or her to minister (Mathison, Every Member 21). 
 The Frazer Memorial lay-releasing system presents each member of the 
congregation with a menu of ministry opportunities in which they could be 
involved. Heintzelman says that each member is expected to sign up to serve in 
at least one area, attend their specific ministry training, and fulfill the ministry 
responsibility. Heintzelman says that the members of Frazer Memorial 
understand that when a ministry is not supported by lay volunteers, the 
ministry is cancelled. He goes on to say that empowering the laity to serve in 
ministry has positively impacted Frazer Memorial more than any other core 
value.  
 Heintzelman points out that Frazer has several distinctive qualities that 
enable successful releasing of laity into ministry: The overarching emphasis 
that every member is to be involved in some type of ministry, strong leadership 
from the pastoral staff, and a system in place providing opportunities to 
volunteer in ministry. These are the characteristics that identify Frazer 
Memorial as a lay-releasing congregation.  
 The United Methodist Church of the Resurrection was planted in 1990 by 
Adam Hamilton. Since its humble beginnings in a funeral parlor, Church of the 
Resurrection has grown to averaging over nine thousand persons in attendance 
at weekend services. One of the factors that made Church of the Resurrection 
the fastest growing United Methodist Church in North America during the 
1990s was its lay-releasing model of ministry. This model has been adopted by 
the pastoral and lay leadership of the church (Hamilton 52-58). 
 The Church of the Resurrection pastoral staff designates the month of 
September each year as the time set aside for laity to volunteer for different 
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ministries. Sermons are aimed at highlighting membership responsibilities, and 
a ministry fair is held during the month to assist members in choosing the 
specific areas in which they plan to serve. In addition to a sermon series and 
the ministry fair, adult Sunday school classes and other small groups focus on 
inspiring their members to grow in their faith as they commit to serving in the 
church (Hamilton 61).  
 Hamilton sees his responsibility as leading the staff in providing a lay-
releasing environment at the Church of the Resurrection: 
It is the task of our staff and program areas to market their 
ministries in such a way that our new members are inspired to get 
involved. And it is my task, as senior pastor, to teach and preach 
in such a way that our members clearly understand the need for 
taking the next steps in involvement and commitment. (61) 
 
 The Church of the Resurrection is intentional in its marketing plan to 
involve laity in ministry, and the plan is supported wholeheartedly by the 
pastoral staff and lay leadership of the church. The leadership of the Church of 
Resurrection believes the lay-releasing environment of their church inspires 
members to grow in their faith and make a difference in the church and in the 
world (Hamilton 62).  
Proactive Response to Change 
 Equipping churches recognize and embrace change as part of their 
culture (Mallory 198). Change is not something to be feared; rather, it is 
something to expect. Equipping and releasing churches expect the “unknowns” 
in ministry. When laypeople follow God’s call on their lives, church leaders 
anticipate a changing environment because of newfound interest and 
enthusiasm. In the world today, change is inevitable. George Barna says that 
America’s national motto may as well be “No change? No chance!” (17). Lay-
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releasing churches interested in growth and reaching their communities 
embrace change and look for opportunities for new ways to equip and release 
their laity into ministry.   
 Loren B. Mead discusses a new breed of change agents that are surfacing 
in the church. These persons include entrepreneur leaders who are ready to 
lead congregations eager for change (67). They want to make the changes 
needed to reach more people for Christ in their communities, and they realize 
that this mission can only be accomplished by equipping and releasing laity 
into ministry. Churches wanting to become lay-releasing congregations are 
proactive in embracing change.  
 System theory in the church says that when one changes the whole of 
the church, every part is affected. Likewise, when one changes any part of the 
church, the whole is affected (Anderson 64). Lay-releasing congregations believe 
that any change that moves the church toward becoming more equipping is a 
positive one. These changes affect the whole culture of the church. Equipping 
and lay-releasing congregations welcome any change to a part or to the whole 
that will release more laity into ministry.  
Summary of the Equipping Church Review 
 Erwin Raphael McManus sums up the practice of lay releasing when he 
says, “To follow Jesus is to enter the unknown, to relinquish security, and to 
exchange certainty for confidence in Him” (88). Church leaders are 
relinquishing a power that clergy have held for centuries when laity are given 
the freedom to use their gifts of ministry in areas where they feel God leading 
them. Clergy equipping and relinquishing ministry to laity is far different from 
clergy delegating ministry to laity. For a church leader to delegate a ministry to 
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a layperson implies the ministry belongs to the leader (Rambo) when, in reality, 
ministry belongs to all believers. To use the term “delegate” implies that the role 
of minister is inclusive of a very small percentage of the church. Church leaders 
demonstrate a confidence in God when they equip and release their laity into 
ministry.  
The Role of the Senior Pastor 
 The senior pastor is the key person of influence in establishing a 
congregation that releases its laity into ministry. Senior pastors have the power 
to direct how their congregations provide ministry. As leaders of church staff, 
senior pastors also have the responsibility to evaluate their laity to determine 
how their congregations can be motivated to serve in ministry. Empowering 
laity takes flexibility and a spirit of inquisitiveness on the part of the senior 
pastor (Blanchard and Hersey 169). 
 Senior pastors who understand the biblical, theological, and historical 
foundations for releasing their laity into ministry will be more open to making 
the changes that lead to a lay-releasing model of ministry. No other person in a 
congregation has such authority. 
 Henri J. M. Nouwen says that the pastor is the “organizer” of a particular 
community of faith and one who has the influence to be a change agent: 
The task of the minister (pastor) is to make people aware of their 
hidden potentialities, to unify the many different self-interests into 
a common concern, to remove the paralyzing influence of fatalism, 
and to offer a vision that makes people see their social 
responsibility and strive beyond the many concrete actions to a 
Christian community of faith. (71)  
 
 Laity who understand their roles in ministry as being pre-determined by 
their pastor are stripped from seeking their God-given gifts and from seeing how 
God wants to use them in the kingdom. Senior pastors have the responsibility 
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to teach their laity that they are ministers and they, too, have a ministry role in 
God’s plan. The senior pastor is the most influential person in a congregation to 
teach the lay-releasing model of ministry.  
 Dale Galloway says that senior pastors set the vision for their local 
congregations (10). No other influence is greater in determining whether a 
congregation will follow a traditional model of ministry or one that releases its 
laity into ministry. The role of the senior pastor cannot be overemphasized in 
lay-releasing congregations.    
Research Methods 
 Different methods were researched as part of the literature review. The 
research determined which methods were used in the project to obtain the 
study data. 
Delphi Technique 
 The modified rotational Delphi technique is a method of survey research 
used to reduce the burden on panel members by surveying the same 
respondents on the same issue or problem so that they can come to an 
informed consensus (Stuter). I chose three ordained elders in the North Georgia 
Conference to serve as the panel of experts for the project. The three experts 
consisted of a senior pastor of a large membership church, the director of 
church development, and the assistant to the bishop. Each of the three clergy 
making up the panel of experts has served over thirty-five years as an elder in 
the North Georgia Conference and has extensive knowledge of the congregations 
in the conference.   
 The Delphi technique was used by the panel to determine four lay-
releasing congregations in the North Georgia Conference. The Delphi technique 
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was an appropriate method for the study due to the limited amount of time 
available to identify the lay-releasing congregations. The use of the Delphi 
technique by a panel of experts from the conference was a valid method for 
determining the congregations for the subject.         
Questionnaire 
 A questionnaire is an effective instrument for gathering data. An area 
probability sampling is one of the most generally used multistage strategies in a 
questionnaire (Fowler 20). William Wiersma says the select-response format 
commonly used in collecting data is the Likert scale:  
The Likert scale is a scale with a number of points that provide 
ordinal scale measurement. A set of related responses, one for 
each point, is provided. Response is made by checking a point or 
circling a letter (number) representing a point on the scale. When 
summarizing the results, these points are assigned numerical 
values, 1 to 5 or 0 to 4, which can be totaled over a number of 
items that concern the same issue or topic. (171) 
  
 Questionnaires use closed questions—that is, questions that can be 
answered by simply checking or circling the proper response for a set provided 
by the researcher (Fowler 57). Questionnaires, using a Likert scale, are thought 
to be best because the respondent does not have to admit a negative response 
directly to an interviewer (58).  
Semi-Structured Interviews 
 Accepted theory indicates that semi-structured interviews should 
proceed from the general to the specific. The interview should begin with a 
question that leads into the subject to be discussed (Payne 34). Open-ended 
questions need to be clearly understood, and the issue should be fully defined 
within the questions (228). Open-ended questions can be helpful for the 
interviewer since they allow probing for clarity of incomplete answers (Fowler 
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57). 
 Semi-structured interviews allowed further questioning of the subjects to 
seek information the formatted questionnaires could not provide. Hearing 
personal stories of how laity got involved in their congregations and, in some 
cases, why they are not active members clarified my conclusions for the project.  
Summary of the Review of Selected Literature 
 Many believe the church of the future will focus on the role of laity as 
ministers. Church leaders and laity alike will shake off the image of the clergy 
being hired hands whose job is to do the ministry for the church. Laity will rise 
into more leadership roles within the congregation and become initiators of 
ministry within the church and the surrounding community. When given the 
opportunity, laity will invest time, energy, and money to learn pastoral skills 
enabling them to minister more effectively. The future church will have a strong 
laity leadership that is constantly initiating and developing ministry 
opportunities (George 155). 
 Effective church leaders ensure that their laity are being equipped for 
ministry. Consistent examination of the church’s infrastructure makes certain 
that the church is facilitating the releasing of laity into ministry (Haney 77). The 
greatest thing pastors can do for their laity is to guide them in discovering 
God’s call in their lives (Slaughter 112). This discovery allows the Church to 
function using the gifts of both the laity and clergy.  
    There is hope for the future of the Church. Although churches in the 
traditional model will decrease in effectiveness, the emergence of lay-releasing 
congregations will carry on the ministry of Christ. The twenty-first century 
Church will thrive because clergy and laity will be serving together in ministry. 
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Laity being equipped and released into ministry will be the foundation for the 
church of the future.  
 The lay-releasing movement is grounded biblically, theologically, and 
historically. This grounding, combined with the six core values identified by 
Mallory, will serve as the Church’s catalyst for future good health and growth. 
Churches that flourish in the twenty-first century will be led by pastors who 
make the shift from a traditional style of church leadership to one that equips 
and releases their laity into ministry. Church leaders will be called to develop 
others for ministry, and their success will be judged by their effectiveness in 
extending their church’s ministry. 
  Ellison 55 
 
CHAPTER 3 
DESIGN OF THE STUDY 
 This study investigated four churches to discover the shared qualities 
that contributed to them being lay-releasing congregations. The questionnaire, 
which was designed to measure lay-releasing characteristics, and the semi-
structured interviews with laity and staff of the congregations were the primary 
sources of data for the study.  
The Problem 
 The problem addressed by this study is the underemployment of laity 
within the local church. The traditional model of ministry perceives the work of 
the church as an area designated for professional clergy. While churches are 
filled with laity able to carry out the mission and ministry of the local church, 
few clergy are adequately releasing their laity into ministry. This lack of laity 
involvement leaves these local churches deficient, since they are not functioning 
under the biblical, theological, and historical models outlined in Chapter 2.  
In the eighteenth century, a great denomination was born out of the work 
of the early Methodists. These non-ordained believers laid the foundation for a 
religious movement that has now spread throughout the world. Even though 
the United Methodist Church affirms in doctrinal statements the biblical 
theology of lay ministry from which the church emerged, the majority of United 
Methodist churches are not lay-releasing congregations. Many United Methodist 
congregations are facing a crisis due to the lack of laity involvement and 
underemployment of laity by the clergy has created an ever-increasing gap 
separating laypersons and professional clergy members.  
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The Purpose 
 The purpose of the study was to examine the church culture of lay-
releasing congregations within the North Georgia Conference of the United 
Methodist Church and discern shared characteristics. The operating hypothesis 
was that churches with staffs that believe in and function out of a lay-releasing 
model yield equipping congregations. The study sought to determine shared and 
transferable lay-releasing characteristics as shown by the values expressed and 
acted out in the identified congregations.  
Research Questions 
 The following research questions guided the study and provided the 
foundation for data collection. The questions were designed to identify lay-
releasing core values. 
Research Question 1 
 To what extent do these congregations reflect those characteristics of lay-
releasing congregations identified in the literature?     
 The hypothesis was that lay-releasing core values identified in the 
literature would be present in churches identified as lay releasing and would be 
transferable to all congregations, thus providing a process for congregations to 
employ their laity in ministry.  
Research Question 2 
 How is staff equipped to lead the laity in these congregations? 
 The hypothesis was that lay-releasing congregations are staffed with 
personnel who are specifically coached by the senior minister and outside 
leadership resources to equip and release laity into ministry.  
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Research Question 3 
 What additional characteristics other than the identified core values of 
lay-releasing congregations were discovered in these churches? 
 The hypothesis was that lay-releasing congregations may share 
characteristics not identified in the literature. The semi-structured interviews 
provided participants with the opportunity to comment on additional lay-
releasing characteristics not included in the literature.  
Hypothesis 
 The operating hypothesis of the study was that the identified core values 
in the literature would have a strong presence in the lay-releasing 
congregations.  
Subjects 
 The subjects for this study were members of four United Methodist 
congregations in the North Georgia Conference. The congregations were 
Northbrook United Methodist Church, Peachtree City United Methodist Church, 
St. James United Methodist Church, and Sugarloaf United Methodist Church. 
These four congregations were identified by the panel as lay-releasing 
congregations.  
These congregations are located in the metro Atlanta area. Each of the 
churches has a program staff that includes ministry specialists in the areas of 
children, youth, adult, worship, preaching, and pastoral care. These areas of 
ministry function separately while supporting their church’s vision and 
mission. 
The subjects for the study included a minimum of thirty adult lay 
members from each participating congregation and the ministerial staff from 
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each church. In order to reflect the balance between active and other than 
active subjects, each pastoral staff selected fifteen subjects who were active in 
ministry and thirty subjects who were considered other than active from within 
their congregations for the project.   
Selection of Lay-Releasing Congregations 
 A process modeled after a modified rotational Delphi technique led to the 
selection of four lay-releasing United Methodist congregations in the North 
Georgia Conference. The first step was to enlist three United Methodist pastors 
in the North Georgia Conference to serve on a panel to assist in the process. 
The pastors were the Director of Church Development, the assistant to the 
bishop, and a former district superintendent who is currently serving a large 
congregation.  
 Using the 2002 Journal of the North Georgia Annual Conference, a list 
was made of those United Methodist congregations in the Atlanta area having a 
Sunday morning worship attendance average over five hundred. The list was 
sent electronically to the panel of pastors and they were asked to identify those 
congregations they would define as lay releasing. Seven churches appeared on 
at least two of the panel members’ lists. A second list was compiled consisting 
of the seven churches that had appeared at least twice and the panel was asked 
to rank them by degree of success in releasing their laity into ministry. The 
three pastors agreed on a final list consisting of four churches the panel 
supported as being lay releasing. The modified rotational Delphi technique 
yielded the four highest-ranking congregations as the population for the study.  
The panel of experts selecting the lay-releasing congregations was asked to 
choose at least one African-American congregation for the study to make the 
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project as diverse as possible. 
Selection of Subjects 
 In July 2004 the senior minister from each identified lay-releasing 
congregation was contacted, told how their congregation was selected for the 
study, given the purpose of the project, and asked for their support. The 
commitment required from each pastor included selecting subjects for the 
project, providing space for the informal interviews, providing a contact person 
from the congregation, and participating in the project as a subject. 
 In August 2004, each of the four pastoral staffs identified potential 
subjects for the project. Each congregation was provided forty-five 
questionnaires with the hope that a minimum of thirty would be returned to the 
researcher. Of the forty-five questionnaires, fifteen were printed on green paper 
and distributed to active members. Thirty questionnaires were printed on white 
paper and distributed to other than active members. A cover letter for the 
questionnaire thanked the subjects for participating in the project, but did not 
mention the intent of the survey. 
 In October and November 2004, subjects from the congregations were 
selected by their church staff to participate in the informal interviews. Of the 
sixteen subjects interviewed, eight were active members and eight were other 
than active. The staffs of the lay-releasing congregations were interviewed at the 
same time. 
Instrumentation 
 The research questions were addressed through data collected from 
semi-structured interviews, the lay-releasing questionnaire, and a researcher-
kept journal. Each interview was conducted at the subject’s church facility and 
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lasted approximately thirty minutes. 
Lay-Releasing Questionnaire 
The lay-releasing questionnaire (see Appendix B) was researcher 
developed. The questionnaire was administered by the congregation’s contact 
person upon the subject’s arrival at the church facility and was designed to be 
completed within a period of twenty minutes. The purpose of the questionnaire 
was to discover the extent of the presence of any of the core values recognized 
in the literature.  
The questionnaire consisted of twenty-four statements. Each core value 
was tested by four questions using a Likert scale. The questions were designed 
specifically to measure (1) the subjects’ attitude toward the core value, (2) the 
subjects’ practice of the core value, (3) the subjects’ understanding of how the 
core value is communicated, and (4) how the core value is reinforced for the 
subject.  
Prior to conducting the survey, the questionnaire was pretested with 
members of the research reflection team and the members of the administrative 
council of Providence United Methodist Church, Fayetteville, Georgia. 
Modifications were made to the lay-releasing questionnaire to add clarity to the 
questions and to ensure more accurate responses. 
The following are the six core values identified by Mallory for lay-
releasing congregations, Mallory’s definitions of these core values, and the 
questions in the survey pertaining to the core values. 
Prayer. The equipping church recognizes the inherent value of prayer to 
discern God’s vision, leadership, and plan toward an equipping ministry model. 
Equipping church leaders rely on prayer to see God in all aspects of their 
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ministry (see Table 3.1). 
 



































The priesthood of all believers. Every member in the body of Christ is 
gifted and called into ministry. The church embraces people holistically in the 
discovery of gifts, needs, and God’s calling. The church seeks to equip people 
for ministry in the family, the church, the community, and the world (see Table 
3.2). 
 
























It is clear to all who attend here that every Christian is 






The biblical basis for helping people discover their gifts 
for ministry is taught here.  
 
 
Servant leadership. Leaders demonstrate humility, authenticity, 
accountability, and genuine care for people, and they equip others to use their 
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gifts in the body of Christ (see Table 3.3). 
 
 












The pastoral staff demonstrates leadership by serving 







The pastoral staff makes it a practice to equip and train 













People are often affirmed for the ways in which they 
serve in the life of the church. 
 
 
Team ministry. Healthy community and teams are built around the 
individuality of gifts, team accountability, and willingness of people to work for 
the greater good (see Table 3.4). 
 

























People who attend our church understand that they 










Intentionality. The church embraces equipping ministry as a value and 
models it through the intentional implementation of systems to prepare, 
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connect, and equip people for ministry inside and outside the walls of the 
church. It calls a leader to facilitate the implementation throughout the body of 
Christ (see Table 3.5). 
 
 












This church is intentional in equipping and supporting 






There are numerous opportunities for getting involved in 






The people who attend our church understand that our 
church has an effective system of equipping the laity to 






I would say that our church is effective with getting new 
members involved in ministry. 
 
 
Proactive response to change. The church recognizes and embraces the 
organic characteristics of change and responds creatively and proactively to 
shifts in culture. The church continually changes its methods but maintains 
the message of Christ regarding his church (Mallory 198; see Table 3.6). 
 





















In the midst of any recent changes, our church has kept 













If people in the congregation want to serve, the pastoral 
staff will find a way for them to get involved in ministry. 
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Semi-Structured Interviews 
Four laypersons from each church were interviewed. Two were identified 
by their pastoral staff as active members and two as other than active. During 
each thirty minute interview, the list of researcher-developed interview 
questions was administered (see Appendix C). These questions served as a 
guide for each subject to share additional information not captured by the 
questionnaire. The lay interview questions were designed around four separate 
themes with supporting subthemes: (1) Why and how did you get involved your 
church’s ministry? (2) How are you supported in your area of ministry? (3) What 
could the church do to strengthen your involvement in ministry? (4) How are 
you training others to serve in ministry? (specifically for those determined active 
in their congregations). The interviews were recorded on audiotape. 
A pretest was conducted with the members of the research reflection 
team and the members of the administrative council of Providence United 
Methodist Church. The interview questions were adjusted to make them more 
open-ended, allowing subjects to share their thoughts more freely. 
The pastoral staffs of the identified lay-releasing congregations 
participated in the project by answering a list of researcher-developed questions 
pertaining to staffs (see Appendix D). The semi-structured interviews were 
conducted the same week as the scheduled lay interviews and took place during 
a scheduled staff meeting.  
The staff interview questions were designed around four themes with the 
support of subthemes: (1) How did you come to own a lay-releasing vision? (2) 
How do you release your laity into ministry? (3) How do you communicate to the 
church body that this congregation releases its laity into ministry? (4) How do 
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you practice lay-releasing core values as a staff and congregation?   
The questions allowed further probing for information regarding the 
congregation’s culture and data was collected by recording the interview. Prior 
to administering the questions to the pastoral staff, the questions were 
pretested with the pastoral staff of Providence United Methodist Church. 
Modifications were made to the questions to add clarity and to ensure more 
accurate responses. 
Reliability and Validity 
The primary rationale for using different methods of data collection was 
to obtain information from a variety of sources, thus adding to the validity of 
the findings. Personal interviews enabled respondents to provide complex 
information and allowed for questioning of their responses. Answers to follow-
up questions then provided more in-depth responses. 
 The lay-releasing questionnaire and interview questions were developed 
based on the research questions of the project. The validity of the study was 
increased due to the number of different methods used to obtain data. The 
combination of information from the lay-releasing questionnaire, the semi-
structured interviews, and observations of participants provided evidence 
necessary for determining if the identified core values in the literature were 
present in the lay-releasing congregations. Validity for the instrumentation used 
in the study was established through the pilot.  
 The interview process was limiting in that only a small percentage of 
members from the lay-releasing congregations could be interviewed effectively. 
Because each participating church exceeds five hundred regular weekly 
worshippers, is a United Methodist church, and is located in suburban Atlanta, 
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some limitations may exist. Of the four churches studied, three were 
established congregations while one was nine years old. Of the four 
congregations, one was predominately African-American while three were 
predominately racially white. 
Data Collection 
 The data was collected by means of the lay-releasing questionnaire, 
recorded semi-structured interviews, and general observations while meeting 
with subjects. Subjects were instructed that individual data collected would 
remain confidential.  
 I did not analyze statistically the data collected from the interviews and 
general observations. This data provided only general impressions, descriptive 
information, and supporting information. Data from the lay-releasing 
questionnaire was analyzed statistically.  
Conclusion 
 After all the data was collected and all the statistical tests were 
completed, the significant relationships that existed between the lay-releasing 
core values identified in Chapter 2 and the core values discovered in the subject 
congregations were studied. The results are present in Chapter 4.  
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CHAPTER 4 
FINDINGS OF THE STUDY 
Understanding the Lay-Releasing Congregation 
 The lay-releasing congregation is the biblical model for the Church. 
Because congregations where laity are equipped and released into ministry are 
not the norm, we must understand why some congregations are more effective 
than others in sending their laity into ministry. The purpose of this research 
was to examine the church culture of lay-releasing congregations and to 
determine the degree of presence of these lay-releasing core values in the 
congregation. 
Profile of Subjects 
 The population for the study consisted of 133 individuals who regularly 
worshipped at one of four churches identified by a panel of experts to be a lay-
releasing congregation in the North Georgia Conference of the United Methodist 
Church. Each congregation was given a total of forty-five surveys to be filled out 
and returned. The largest number of surveys returned came from the 
Northbrook United Methodist Church in Roswell, Georgia, with forty-one 
respondents, representing 30.8 percent of the total population. The second 
largest number of surveys returned came from the St. James United Methodist 
Church in Alpharetta, Georgia, with thirty-two respondents representing 24.1 
percent of the total population. Both the Sugarloaf United Methodist Church in 
Duluth, Georgia, and the Peachtree City United Methodist Church in Peachtree 
City, Georgia, submitted thirty questionnaires for the project. Each 
congregation represented 22.6 percent of the total population of the study.  
 The ages of the respondents fell into the following ranges: 18-24 years 
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(1), 25-34 years (7), 35-44 years (40), 45-54 years (50), 55-64 years (25), 65+ 
years (10). Of 133 subjects, forty were male and ninety-three were female. The 
marital status of the population ranged as follows: single and never married (8), 
married (108), divorced (13), widowed (4). Of the 133 subjects, fifty (37.6 
percent) had no children under the age of eighteen in the home while 62.4 
percent still had at least one child living at home.  
Findings of the Study 
 The research was conducted using a twenty-four statement 
questionnaire (see Cover Letter for Lay-Releasing Questionnaire) with each 
question designed to test the extent of the presence of the core values of lay-
releasing congregations recognized in the literature. Each part of the 
questionnaire was designed to measure one of the following: (1) the subjects’ 
attitude toward the core value, (2) the subjects’ practice of the core value, (3) 
the subjects’ understanding of how the core value is communicated, and (4) 
how the core value is reinforced for the subject.  
The core values were tested using a five-point Likert scale. The Likert 
scale responses were coded for data analysis purposes. The Likert scale was 
based on a degree of agreement scale with the five responses being Strongly 
Agree, Agree, Neither Agree nor Disagree, Disagree, and Strongly Disagree. The 
questionnaire was designed to collect data on each core value in each of the lay-
releasing congregations. The data was analyzed and presented by calculating 
the means and the standard deviations for each core value. An analysis of 
variance was also calculated on each core value.  
The core values were ranked based on the degree of prevalence within 
the population. A mean score was calculated for each of the following: the 
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subjects’ attitude toward the core value, the subjects’ practice of the core value, 
the subjects’ understanding of how the core value is communicated, and how 
the core value is reinforced for the subjects. The mean score and standard 
deviation were calculated for each core value for each lay-releasing 
congregation.  
Qualitative data was collected through researcher-led interviews with 
subjects from each of the four congregations. Each pastoral staff submitted four 
subjects to be interviewed for a total of sixteen semi-structured interviews. 
Eight of the subjects interviewed were identified as active members; the 
remaining eight were identified as other than active. An active member is an 
individual who participates in a minimum of one hour of worship, one hour in a 
small group, and one hour of service within the congregation, a minimum of 
forty-five weeks a year. Qualitative data was also collected from the pastoral 
staff of each lay-releasing congregation through researcher-led interviews. The 
qualitative data provided insight to the subjects’ understanding, practice, and 
perception of the core values identified in lay-releasing congregations and 
provided additional findings for the study.  
Research Question 1 
To what extent do these congregations reflect those characteristics of lay-
releasing congregations identified in the literature? Six core values are prevalent 
in lay-releasing congregations: (1) prayer, (2) the priesthood of all believers,  
(3) servant leadership, (4) team ministry, (5) intentionality, and (6) proactive 
response to change.  
Survey Data  
Table 4.1 reflects the mean score for each core value tested in the 




Table 4.1. Core Values Summary  
  Mean Range SD 
Prayer 4.24 0.47 0.21 
Priesthood 4.13 0.23 0.46 
Servanthood 4.27 0.62 0.29 
Team 3.93 1.21 0.52 
Intentionality 4.13 1.02 0.45 
Change 4.24 0.57 0.25 
  
 
 Each core value had a strong presence in the population. Servant 
Leadership led the list of reflected core values with a mean score of 4.27. The 
core value that scored the lowest of the six identified core values was team 
ministry, with a mean score of 3.93.  
 Table 4.2 presents a summary of the findings for the mean score for the 
following: the subjects’ attitude toward the core value, the subjects’ practice of 
the core value, the subjects’ understanding of how the core value is 
communicated, and how the core value is reinforced for the subjects. 
 
 
Table 4.2. Tested Traits Relative to the Core Value 
Core Value Attitude Practice Communicated Reinforced 
Prayer 3.96 4.37 4.43 4.20 
Priesthood 4.26 4.03 4.11 4.12 
Servanthood 4.68 4.09 4.26 4.07 
Team 4.43 3.90 4.17 3.22 
Intentionality 4.23 4.71 3.87 3.69 
Change 4.26 4.34 3.88 4.46 
Average 4.30 4.24 4.12 3.96 
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Of the tested traits, the reinforcement and communication traits scored 
lower than the attitude and practice traits. The subjects’ understanding 
(attitude and practice) of the core value was stronger than their perception of 
how the lay-releasing staff administered (communicated and reinforced) the 
core values.  
The questionnaire statement, “I am regularly asked how I am doing in my 
area of ministry,” which tested the reinforcement of the core value of team 
ministry had the overall lowest score (3.22). The second lowest score came from 
the questionnaire statement, “I would say that our church is effective with 
getting new members involved in ministry,” which tested the reinforcement of 
the core value on intentionality (3.69). Both of these low scores have to do with 
the affirmation and support that laity receive from their lay-releasing staffs.   
The highest score from the questionnaire came from the statement, 
“There are numerous opportunities for getting involved in the ministry of this 
church” (4.71). This statement tested the practice of the core value of 
intentionality. The second highest score (4.68) came from the questionnaire 
statement, “The pastoral staff demonstrates leadership by serving the 
congregation with an attitude of humility and authenticity.” This statement 
tested subjects’ attitudes toward the core value of team ministry. 
 An ANOVA was performed on the data to discover any significant 
differences between the active and other than active subjects. Table 4.3 
summarizes the findings. 
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Table 4.3. Mean and Standard Deviation for Core Values with Comparison 
of Active and Other than Active Subjects 
 
 Population Active Other than 
Active 
 P(T<=t) 
  Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD |t Stat| one-tail 
Prayer 4.24 0.21 4.21 0.09 4.24 0.28 0.25 0.40 
Priesthood 4.13 0.46 4.35 0.24 4.02 0.16 2.21 0.04* 
Servanthood 4.27 0.29 4.32 0.18 4.25 0.34 0.36 0.37 
Team 3.93 0.52 4.12 0.48 3.84 0.55 0.72 0.25 
Intention 4.13 0.45 4.21 0.46 4.08 0.46 0.38 0.36 
Change 4.24 0.25 4.24 0.24 4.23 0.25 0.01 0.50 
 * significant 
  
The analysis of variance of the active members and the other than active 
members only discovered one significant difference. This difference was found 
among the priesthood of all believers core value. The questionnaire statement, “I 
have an ongoing role in the ministry at our church” tested the subjects’ practice 
of the core value. Subjects, who were considered active in ministry, scored a 
very strong 4.56. Likewise, when the other than active members were tested on 
the same trait, they scored 3.78 (see Table 4.4). Because participants were 
chosen for the study based on their ministry activity, the differentiation 
between the two scores is significant, but not surprising.  
 The questionnaire statement, “I am called to serve in some type of 
ministry” tested the subjects’ attitude toward the core value of the priesthood of 
all believers. When the attitude trait was tested, a differentiation of .42 was 
discovered between active members and other than active members. This score 
implies that among the other than active members is a lesser sense of being 
called to some sort of ministry compared to active members.   
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Table 4.4. Tested Traits on the Priesthood of All Believers Core Value with 
Comparison of Active and Other than Active Subjects 
 
 Attitude Practice Communicate Reinforce 
Active 4.54 4.56 4.10 4.20 




In the pastoral staff interviews, as well as the interviews with lay 
respondents, the presence of the six identified lay-releasing core values was 
confirmed.  
Prayer. When interviewed, both active members and other than active 
members agreed that prayer was a core value for their congregations, as did the 
pastoral staffs. The interviews revealed that although the core value of prayer 
was prevalent in the lay-releasing congregations laypersons were not as likely to 
pray specifically for God’s direction in where they served in ministry. One 
subject commented, “I would say the majority of the time that I pray, I’m not 
asking God where He wants me to serve in the church.”  
The priesthood of all believers. Data collected from the interviews 
strongly supported the presence of this core value in the lay-releasing 
congregations. The lay members of the congregations were quick to discuss 
their understanding that, as Christians, they are called by God to be part of 
some type of ministry. Even those who were not currently serving in an area of 
ministry understood that they had the responsibility to find a place to serve. 
Likewise, the pastoral staffs of the lay-releasing congregations shared that this 
core value was taught through Bible studies and from the pulpit. One staff 
person commented on her congregation’s understanding of the priesthood of all 
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believers core value: 
The priesthood of all believers is who we are. The Bible is clear 
with the role of laity and we emphasize this core value in every 
ministry we offer here. If a person feels called to serve in a 
ministry and the ministry falls within our vision, we say “Go for 
it!” This is who we are as a church. 
 
The pastoral staffs had a shared passion to teach the priesthood of all believers 
core value within their congregations. The mean score range for the priesthood 
of all believers core value was 0.23, representing the smallest range of each of 
the six lay-releasing core values, showing a consistent pattern of responses to 
the questionnaire statements. 
Servant leadership. The data collected from the laity interviews 
supported the servant leadership of their pastors. Without exception, the laity 
spoke favorably towards the pastoral staff of their congregation. Respondents’ 
statements included the following: 
Tom is a great leader. He really cares about how I feel and he goes 
out of his way to ask how I’m doing. 
 
Pastor cares about all of us. He does a wonderful job with taking 
care of his flock. He has such a servant’s heart! 
 
Chuck is as authentic as they come. He can connect with me one-
on-one as well as through the pulpit. He is a servant leader. The 
people in this church know they can trust him.  
 
As noted earlier, the questionnaire statement, “People are often affirmed for the 
ways in which they serve in the life of the church,” had a mean score of 4.07, 
the lowest score for the servant leadership core value.  
The data collected from the laity interviews supported this finding. Of the 
sixteen laypersons interviewed, six (37.5 percent) had been affirmed by a 
pastoral staff person in the last two months. The data from the interviews 
supported that overall the laity were favorable towards the pastoral staff of their 
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own congregation.  
Team ministry. Table 4.2 shows that the questionnaire statement, “I am 
regularly asked how I am doing in my area of ministry,” scored the lowest mean 
of the questionnaire with a score of 3.22. This statement tested how the core 
value of team ministry is reinforced for the congregation. Based on the 
qualitative data, respondents seemed content with not being asked by their 
pastoral staffs how they were doing in their specific areas of ministry. Most 
agreed that if a problem arose, they would feel comfortable speaking with their 
liaison to the pastoral staff. One respondent commented, “I’m okay with not 
being asked how I’m doing. Our staff has so much on their plates; they don’t 
need to spend any energy on me. If I need them, I know where to find them.”  
Laypersons were asked why they enjoyed working on teams, and the 
response most often recorded was, “the fellowship in the group.” In addition to 
working together to accomplish a common goal, laypersons seemed to enjoy the 
fellowship shared within the working teams.  
Intentionality. Although the ANOVA did not show a statistically 
significant difference between active and other than active respondents on the 
intentionality items, the qualitative data collected on this core value differed 
substantially between active members and those identified as other than active. 
Active members strongly agreed that their congregations were effective in 
equipping and releasing laity into ministry. One respondent stated, “You can’t 
help but get involved here. There is so much to do. It is easy to find a place to 
serve. And you know you are needed!” Respondents determined by their 
pastoral staff to be active members were proud of the ministry opportunities 
their church offered and the opportunity individuals had to use their spiritual 
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gifts for ministry. On the other hand, respondents identified by their pastoral 
staff as other than active thought their congregations could be more intentional 
with equipping and releasing their laity into ministry. Members identified as 
other than active believed that the core value intentionality was the most 
lacking of the six lay-releasing core values in their congregations.  
Respondents who were less than active in their congregations spoke 
negatively about their congregations regarding the intentionality of the staff and 
leaders: 
Our church could do a better job with following up. I know that I 
signed up to help volunteer last year and no one ever called me. 
We always hear announcements about volunteering but when no 
one calls, it discourages you from signing up. 
 
I don’t think our average member realizes that this church has a 
system in place to help get people involved. I’ve been a member 
here for two years and this is the first I’ve heard of it. 
 
Proactive response to change. The qualitative data supported strong 
agreement of the presence of this core value in the lay-releasing congregations 
among both active members and those identified as other than active. 
Respondents who participated in the interviews stated clearly that the pastoral 
staff of their congregations would do whatever was needed to find a place for 
volunteers to serve. One senior pastor stated, “My job as pastor is to make sure 
every person who attends our church has an opportunity to use his or her 
spiritual gifts. This is my passion and this is what I try to instill in my staff.” 
Each pastoral staff interviewed shared this passion to equip and release their 
laity into ministry, no matter how much extra work it required of them. Helping 
individuals discover their spiritual gifts and freeing them to serve in ministry 
was a common trait of lay-releasing staffs. 
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Research Question 2 
The second research question was, “How is staff equipped to lead the 
laity in these congregations?” The qualitative data revealed four sources for 
equipping the lay-releasing staff to lead their congregations: (1) personal Bible 
study, (2) church growth seminars, (3) staff meetings, and (4) one-on-one 
mentoring from the senior pastor. Interestingly, the lay-releasing staff 
interviewed did not mention that their seminary training equipped them to be 
leaders of lay-releasing congregations.     
Personal Bible Study 
 A theme that surfaced in the qualitative data collected from the staff 
interviews was the emphasis of personal Bible study and the staff person’s 
discovery of the biblical basis for lay involvement. The staffs interviewed had 
participated or were currently participating in the Disciple Bible Study. Disciple 
is a thirty-four week course produced by the United Methodist Church in which 
over 80 percent of the Bible is studied and participants are encouraged to set 
aside daily time for personal study. Each staff person reported that studying 
Scriptures equipped them to lead their congregations to be lay releasing. 
Church Growth Seminars 
 Each lay-releasing staff reported attending a church growth seminar in 
the past twelve months. These seminars ranged from week-long conferences to 
one-day events. The common thread in these seminars was the theme of 
developing skills to employ the laity into ministry. Staff persons reflected on the 
tools gained by attending these educational events and related that they felt 
better equipped to lead their congregations because of the time invested in 
these seminars.   
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Staff Meetings 
 Based on the qualitative research, each lay-releasing team had a weekly 
staff meeting, and the staff found the meetings to be helpful in learning new 
ways to lead their congregations. Staff meetings were led by the senior pastor 
who took time in each meeting to provide, formally or informally, lay-equipping 
tools for the staff. One staff person commented on his senior pastor’s ability to 
coach the staff: 
Scott is always coaching us in staff meeting on how to do a better 
job with how to get more of our members involved in ministry. We 
are always reading some book he wants us to, or he is teaching us 
the latest thing he picked up from a book of his own or a recent 
seminar he attended. 
 
Staff meetings proved to be an invaluable resource in helping equip team 
members to lead their congregations. 
One-on-One Mentoring from the Senior Pastor 
 The qualitative data supported that the lay-releasing staff received 
beneficial one-on-one mentoring from the senior pastor. One senior pastor 
spent an hour each week mentoring those staff persons who give oversight for 
specific ministry areas. Another senior pastor made a priority of inviting fellow 
staff persons with him when attending one-day seminars. In both cases, staff 
persons spoke of the beneficial results of spending one-on-one time with the 
senior pastor. The staff persons seemed to enjoy the uninterrupted time with 
their senior pastor, which led to the opportunity to ask specialized questions 
regarding how their area of ministry correlated with the senior pastor’s vision 
for the church. One staff person reflected on her senior pastor’s availability:  
Tom always makes time for me. If I have a problem or question I 
know I can go to him and he will listen. I want to make sure we 
are on the same page when it comes to my area. 
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One staff person commented that his senior pastor pulled him aside one 
Sunday morning and the one-on-one conversation changed his approach to 
how he spends his time prior to worship services: 
I remember the Sunday morning Chuck pulled me aside and said 
he spent his time on Sunday mornings thanking those 
volunteering in ministry, rather than glad-handing those 
worshipping. That one conversation changed my entire outlook on 
when and how to show appreciation to our volunteers. 
 
The lay-releasing staff strongly benefited from one-on-one mentoring from the 
senior pastor. 
Research Question 3 
The third research question guiding this study was, “What additional 
characteristics other than the identified core values of lay-releasing 
congregations were discovered in these churches?” The observations made 
during the researcher-led interviews supported the existence of several 
additional characteristics shared by the lay-releasing congregations. These 
additional characteristics included (1) a strong presence of the Disciple Bible 
Study, (2) laity recruiting laity to serve in ministry, (3) a specific emphasis on 
the role of the senior pastor, (4) a clear channel of communication, and (5) a 
high expectation for membership.  
As qualitative data was recorded and recurring themes became more 
prevalent, more questions were asked in these areas. Once these values were 
identified in one of the lay-releasing churches, the remaining congregations 
were asked for further information regarding these values. From the responses, 
these characteristics were clearly additional lay-releasing values. 
The Disciple Bible Study 
 The Disciple Bible Study was offered in all of the lay-releasing 
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congregations, and of the eight active members interviewed for the qualitative 
data, eight (100 percent) had taken the Bible study. Respondents were 
unanimous in their support of The Disciple Bible Study, and each person spoke 
of the beneficial teaching gained from the study, which encouraged and 
equipped them to become active members in their congregations. One 
respondent stated, “Disciple is huge in our church. It is the primary system we 
have in place to help people get involved. We even have an exit interview after 
the class to make it even easier for people to get involved.” The data supported 
that participation in this study was a catalyst for becoming an active member of 
the congregation. 
Laity Recruiting Laity 
 In each of the lay-releasing congregations, laity were encouraged to 
recruit other laity to serve in ministry. While staff persons retained the primary 
responsibility of equipping and releasing laity into ministry, laity played a 
significant role in assisting other laypersons in finding a place to serve. One 
senior pastor commented, “Our most effective approach to recruiting members 
to be involved has come from other laity. Laity recruiting laity is a beautiful 
thing. When laypersons have a passion for a ministry, they will seek others to 
help them serve.” The data showed that laity recruiting laity was an effective 
approach to reaching out to those currently not involved in a ministry.  
The Role of the Senior Pastor 
 The semi-formal interviews indicated that no one was more influential in 
the lay-releasing congregation than the senior pastor. While the literature 
review supported that a team approach to ministry was a core value of lay-
releasing congregations, the interview data collected from respondents verified 
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the impact of the senior pastor on his team (all the senior pastors in the study 
were males). The senior pastor’s role did not stand alone, separated from the 
other staff roles. Rather, the senior pastor was a team member whose primary 
role was that of catalyst for leading the staff as they released laity into ministry. 
Each day and in every facet of the job, senior pastors of the lay-releasing 
congregations modeled the core values that led to their churches being 
identified as equipping congregations. The data showed that the senior pastor’s 
passion in ministry was to ensure that every member of the congregation was 
serving in an area of ministry. One respondent commented on her 
congregation’s change after the arrival of her current senior pastor, “When 
Pastor was appointed here, everything changed. The congregation had a new 
spirit. People wanted to come to worship and they wanted to serve. I attribute 
this change to Pastor’s arrival.” The data supported that the role of the senior 
pastor, as the leader of the staff, was a factor in the congregation being lay 
releasing. 
Clear Channel of Communication 
 Each of the lay-releasing congregations was effective in communicating 
the church’s lay opportunities for service. Active members as well as those 
identified as other than active members agreed that their congregations did a 
good job in communicating which ministry areas needed volunteers. The pulpit, 
newsletter, e-mail, church bulletin boards, and opportunity-to-serve brochures 
were the primary means of communicating the church’s need for volunteers.   
High Expectation for Membership 
 Members of the lay-releasing congregation are required to meet with a 
pastor or attend an introductory course on membership, during which the 
  Ellison 82 
 
expectation for membership is explained in detail. Each of the lay-releasing 
congregations communicates to attendees the expectation that every member is 
to serve in a ministry area. One senior pastor commented that he attributed 
high membership involvement to the communication of high expectations: 
We have learned that people will rise to the expectations set for 
them. When someone joins our church, he or she understands 
what is expected from membership. I think this is one of the 
reasons we have over 70 percent of our members involved in 
ministry.  
 
The qualitative data supported that each of the four identified lay-releasing 
congregations had a high expectation for church membership. 
Measuring the Four Churches 
The mean score for each lay-releasing congregation varied. Table 4.5 
presents the summary of the means for the lay-releasing congregations.  
 
Table 4.5. Means for Combined Core Values in Four Lay-Releasing    
Congregations 
 
Northbrook Sugarloaf Peachtree City St. James 
3.91 4.22 4.06 4.50 
 
 
Table 4.6 reports the congregations’ means and standard deviations 
summary for each of the core values.   
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Table 4.6. Means and Standard Deviations for Core Values in Four Lay-
Releasing Congregations 
 
 Northbrook  Sugarloaf  Peachtree City St. James 
Core Value Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 
Prayer 4.06 0.28 4.09 0.15 4.24 0.29 4.60 0.18 
Priesthood 3.81 0.12 4.38 0.11 3.92 0.10 4.51 0.13 
Servanthood 4.04 0.40 4.32 0.26 4.20 0.32 4.60 0.20 
Team 3.71 0.59 3.92 0.58 3.74 0.54 4.41 0.38 
Intention 3.84 0.46 4.28 0.46 4.01 0.56 4.47 0.37 
Change 4.00 0.39 4.37 0.12 4.23 0.31 4.41 0.28 
 
 
 Table 4.7 summarizes the analysis of variance of the core values in the 
lay-releasing congregations. Two of the core values, prayer and priesthood, 
reported significant differences.  
 
Table 4.7. Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) F-values and P-values for Core 
Values in Four Lay-Releasing Congregations 
 
 F P 
Prayer 4.61 0.02* 
Priesthood 25.97  2E-05* 
Servanthood 2.43 0.12 
Team 1.48 0.27 
Intentionality 1.43 0.28 
Change 1.62 0.24 
 * significant 
 
 
Significant differences were observed in the analysis of variance of the 
four identified lay-releasing congregations (see Table 4.8). Of the four churches 
tested, St. James United Methodist Church and Sugarloaf United Methodist 
Church shared similar scores while Peachtree City United Methodist Church 
and Northbrook United Methodist Church shared similar scores.  
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Table 4.8. Values of t-Stat and P for Core Values in Pairings within Four 
Lay-Releasing Congregations 
 





        
Northbrook and |t| 0.30 5.67 1.20 0.53 1.37 1.86 
     Sugarloaf P 0.39 0.00* 0.14 0.31 0.11 0.01 
        
Northbrook and |t| 0.98 1.49 0.65 0.11 0.49 0.98 
     Peachtree City P 0.18 0.09 0.27 0.46 0.32 0.18 
        
Northbrook and |t| 3.38 8.10 2.55 2.01 2.17 1.78 
     St. James P 0.01* 9.51E-05* 0.02* 0.05* 0.04* 0.06 
        
Sugarloaf and |t| 0.97 4.65 0.52 0.42 0.71 0.74 
     Peachtree City P 0.18 0.00* 0.31 0.35 0.25 0.24 
        
Sugarloaf and |t| 4.42 0.81 1.81 1.43 0.70 0.38 
    St. James P 0.00* 0.22 0.06 0.10 0.26 0.36 
        
Peachtree City and |t| 2.11 7.19 2.19 2.05 1.40 0.91 
     St. James P 0.04* 0.00* 0.04* 0.04* 0.11 0.20 
        
 * - Significant 
 
Summary of Findings 
 Data analysis of the Likert-scale questionnaire and the semi-formal 
interviews provided documentation and answers to the three research 
questions. From interview data, the following findings emerged. 
 1. Each of the four lay-releasing congregations shared a strong presence 
of the six identified lay-releasing core values.  
2. The most common system for equipping and training laity was the 
Disciple Bible Study. 
3. Laity were more likely to be involved in ministry because of another 
layperson’s encouragement rather than because they were recruited by a staff 
person. 
 4. No person has more influence in the lay-releasing congregation than 
the senior pastor.  
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 5. Lay-releasing congregations are effective in how they communicate 
ministry opportunities to the laity. 
 6. Members of lay-releasing congregations are expected to serve in a 
ministry area of the church. 
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CHAPTER 5 
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 
The origin of this project can be traced directly to a personal desire to see 
churches function as lay-releasing congregations. From my experience in 
congregations where a traditional style of ministry was practiced, a lack of 
involvement by laity results in the weakening of the church’s ability to carry out 
its mission. A study of related literature, combined with this personal 
experience, led to the hypothesis that lay-releasing congregations represent the 
biblical model for how churches are to function. This project served to examine 
the church culture of lay-releasing congregations and to discover what values 
were expressed in these congregations. 
Therefore, the purpose of this chapter is to interpret the findings of this 
study, reflect upon these findings from a biblical and theological perspective, 
and evaluate the results of this study. It discusses the limitations as well as 
further study opportunities.   
Major Findings 
The results from this study show that the lay-releasing congregations 
have a strong presence of the six identified core values and share additional 
core values not previously identified by Mallory. While the lay-releasing core 
values of prayer, priesthood of all believers, servant leadership, team ministry, 
intentionality, and proactive response to change were shown to have a strong 
presence in the churches studied, these lay-releasing congregations also shared 
the core values of a strong lay-releasing leader, laity empowering laity to serve 
in ministry, and the presence of the Disciple Bible Study as a system to send 
laity into ministry.  
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Presence of the Core Values 
 The presence of each of the identified core values was identified in the 
four lay-releasing congregations.  
Prayer 
The data on the core value of prayer revealed virtually no difference in 
the presence of the core value between active members and those members 
considered other than active. This data implies that prayer does not have an 
overarching impact on the level of the subjects’ ministry involvement. This data 
could also imply that those who are part of a congregation, regardless of their 
activity in ministry, consider themselves praying people.    
The data supports that the leadership of the lay-releasing church is 
efficient in implementing the core value of prayer. During campus visits, 
members were observed praying before, during, and after worship services. 
When questions were asked regarding prayer, participants were open to 
discussing their prayer lives and the influence that prayer had on their 
involvement in ministry. Members had a clear understanding of the important 
role of prayer. One member said, “At our church, prayer is everything.” Both the 
active and the other than active members commented that prayer made a 
positive impact on their congregations.  
One interesting observation from the data was that while respondents 
saw prayer as a core value in the church, they did not tend to pray about where 
they could best serve in ministry. This finding suggests that while teaching on 
prayer, pastoral staffs could emphasize to their congregants the role of prayer 
when seeking future ministry opportunities. The interview data supported this 
survey finding. Subjects interviewed agreed that while prayer was important to 
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them and to the lives of their churches, their involvement in ministry was not 
necessarily guided by their prayer lives.     
 The review of the literature supported the findings of the study that lay-
releasing congregations are effective with implementing prayer as a core value. 
Prayer is a catalyst for congregations with laity empowered to serve in ministry, 
and the literature review supported the findings of the study that lay-releasing 
congregations are effective in implementing prayer as a core value. Schwarz 
maintains that those individuals with quality prayer lives are more likely to be 
active in a ministry. This idea was supported during interviews with active 
members who were quick to discuss the role of prayer in their personal lives 
and the impact prayer has on their involvement in ministry. 
I went into the study believing prayer was essential for lay-releasing 
congregations. Through prayer, laity are connected to God and can discern 
where God is calling them to serve in ministry. A personal prayer life had 
impacted my involvement in ministry as a layperson and then guided me as a 
pastor. My positive experience with prayer was affirmed through project 
research. Lay-releasing congregations were diligent in communicating and 
practicing the core value of prayer and findings of the study confirmed the 
hypothesis that prayer is a foundation for employing laity to serve in ministry.   
Priesthood of All Believers  
The priesthood of all believers is the one core value on which the 
difference between active and other than active participants was statistically 
significant different. The analysis of variance on the priesthood of all believers 
core value showed a significant difference among the tested traits of the value. 
This test showed that while subjects considered the priesthood of all believers 
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to be a core value in their congregations, the range score was not by chance. 
Underlying causes led to the difference. Primarily, of the core values, the 
priesthood of all believers involves one’s individual involvement in ministry. One 
can acknowledge the presence of the other five values without participating in 
ministry; however, respondents could not score this core value high if they were 
not participating in ministry. For example, the questionnaire statement, “I have 
an ongoing role in the ministry at our church,” deals specifically with one’s 
involvement in ministry. A positive response would be less likely from members 
who were not active.  
When other than active members were questioned as to why they were 
not more involved in ministry, participants understood their responsibility to be 
involved, yet admittedly were not practicing this belief. The statement, “I have 
an on-going role in the ministry at our church,” received the lowest score (4.03) 
of any item related to the priesthood of all believers. The data suggests that 
those uninvolved in ministry are not involved for reasons other than a lack of 
understanding of this core value. One reason may be a lack of training for the 
members since interviews revealed that members had received little to no 
training in their area of service. Subjects’ responses indicated an inadequacy of 
training: 
No. I have not received any training. That would be nice. I feel 
good about my volunteer work, but some training would be 
helpful. 
 
I went to a one-day training event sponsored by our district a few 
months ago; however, most of what I know about serving on the 
finance committee came from experience. 
 
This lack of training contributed to some respondents not always feeling 
adequately equipped to serve in ministry. 
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Individual interviews led to the conclusion that lay-releasing staffs are 
effective in communicating that each member of the church is a minister who is 
called to serve. One respondent commented, “Chuck does a great job with 
reminding us that we are all ministers and are expected to serve in ministry.”  
Consistently throughout the interviews, both active and other than active 
members had a clear awareness that they were called to serve in ministry.    
 The priesthood of all believers data correlates with related literature. 
Schwarz believes the reason laity are failing to fulfill their roles as priests is that 
clergy are not properly equipping and employing them into ministry. The data 
showed that pastors empowered their laity to discover and use their gifts for 
ministry, yet not all subjects felt properly equipped. While some subjects did 
not feel adequately prepared to serve in ministry, the mean score for this value 
cannot be overlooked. The perception is clear that these lay-releasing 
congregations agree that the priesthood of all believers is a core value in their 
congregations. The pastors put into practice equipping and sending laity into 
ministry.  
Mallory uses Ephesians 4:11-13 as the primary biblical foundation for 
her thesis on equipping churches and the passage affirms the practice of the 
subject congregations. Like the laity of the Protestant Reformation, these lay-
releasing congregations acknowledge that each believer has spiritual gifts and is 
designed by God to use those gifts for the kingdom.  
 The priesthood of all believers core value places an emphasis on each 
believer having access to God and participants understood this theological 
concept. The subjects’ attitude toward the priesthood of all believers had the 
highest mean score (4.26) for relative traits tested on the core value. This score 
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indicates that participants understood their role as priests. Nevertheless, as 
mentioned earlier, a theoretical understanding of this core value did not 
consistently translate into the practical application of the core value. 
 The study confirmed the positive impact the priesthood of all believers 
core value has had in my own congregation, which has grown because 
individuals come to understand, believe, and practice this core value.  
Participants of this study who were active in their congregation’s ministries saw 
themselves as “priests” who were equipped and ready to serve in ministry.   
Servant Leadership  
 When subjects were asked how often they were affirmed by their pastoral 
staffs, less than half had been affirmed in the previous two months. Few of the 
subjects I interviewed were concerned with this lack of affirmation. Subjects 
were not bitter or resentful towards their leaders since they were not necessarily 
looking for consistent affirmation; however, those who had been recognized and 
encouraged were verbally grateful. The data suggests that pastoral staffs could 
improve in the area of offering affirmation to their volunteers.   
 Mallory confirms the findings of the study when she states that servant 
leaders demonstrate humility and authenticity (198). The questionnaire 
statement, “The pastoral staff demonstrates leadership by serving the 
congregation with an attitude of authenticity,” received the highest mean score 
(4.68), supporting the idea that pastors serve their congregations with attitudes 
of humility and authenticity. In the literature, Galloway and Mills reinforce this 
attitude by claiming that a pastor’s ministry is being a servant (85).  
The data also correlate with Willimon’s assertion that Jesus gave the 
ultimate model of servant leadership. He modeled leadership with a basin and 
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towel (35). The study shows that the staffs of lay-releasing congregations adhere 
to the biblical model of servant hood, and their congregations acknowledge their 
servant leadership style.  
 This study has broadened my understanding of the core value of servant 
leadership. This core value under girds the others. Having the highest mean 
score of the six core values, the importance of servant leadership cannot be 
underestimated. I entered the study underestimating the importance of this 
core value. I would not have placed its importance above the other values. The 
data reiterates that lay-releasing congregations are led by pastors who have 
servant hearts. These are leaders who truly look for ways to serve fellow staff 
persons and their congregations.   
Team Ministry  
The data suggests that subjects experience little reinforcement of this 
core value from their pastoral staffs. Of the six core values tested, team 
ministry received the lowest mean score, which was directly related to the 
question, “I am regularly asked how I am doing in my area of ministry.”   
In the literature, Blanchard and Hersey find no one best way to influence 
people. The leadership style a person should use with individuals or groups 
depends on the readiness level of the people the leader is attempting to 
influence (190). This fact explains why some of the subjects interviewed for the 
study were not concerned that they were not regularly asked how they were 
doing in ministry while others felt isolated when their volunteerism was not 
reinforced by their pastoral staffs. This finding suggests that when discussing 
ministry opportunities, pastoral staffs and their laity should be more effective in 
providing clear expectations of each other. 
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 The literature supported team ministry as an essential core value. Leith 
Anderson emphasizes that committees oversee ministry while teams work 
together to do ministry (123). Subjects were more likely to enjoy a ministry if 
they were serving side-by-side with another layperson and the data supported 
that those laypersons approaching ministry as a team seemed to be more 
fulfilled than those serving in ministry alone.  
 In 1 Corinthians 12, Paul describes the Church as analogous to the 
workings of a human body. Just as each body part is designed for a specific 
function, each member of the Church is designed for a purpose. The data 
supported that when individuals discovered their spiritual gifts and used them 
in ministry they enjoyed their role in ministry. The core value of team ministry 
emphasizes that each person is uniquely designed and gifted by God, and the 
kingdom is strengthened when believers use their gifts together.     
 The staffs of each of the lay-releasing congregations demonstrated the 
value of team ministry. Although this value scored the lowest among the tested 
core values, interviews suggested that it was important to the congregations. 
During on-site visits, not only did I witness ministry teams serving together, but 
the interviews revealed that the majority of those serving in ministry were doing 
so as a team of laity. The data supported that the core value of team ministry is 
a valuable element in effective lay-releasing congregations. Members will be 
released into ministry as they discover their spiritual gifts and are given the 
opportunity to serve.    
Intentionality 
 The data suggested that the congregations could be more effective in 
getting new members involved in ministry. The statement, “There are numerous 
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opportunities for getting involved in the ministry of this church,” scored the 
highest mean on the questionnaire. The interview data suggested that most 
laity agreed that while their congregations provided multiple opportunities to be 
involved in ministry, they were not very effective in providing a system to equip 
and empower the laity to be involved. Some members believed that the staff 
made little effort to follow up with their willingness to serve. One respondent 
commented, “I signed up last fall to volunteer and never heard from any one. 
It’s discouraging to want to serve and then no one calls.” This statement was 
not an isolated comment.  
Members who were active perceived their congregation to be effective 
with this core value versus those who were other than active. Laity who found 
themselves serving in ministry seemed to be self-motivators; they were 
intentional in discovering their gifts and finding a ministry in which they could 
serve. One respondent said, “I’ve been involved since I started attending. Having 
two children, I wanted to volunteer in the children’s ministry. I called the 
children’s minister and asked where she needed help. Within two weeks I was a 
regular volunteer.” 
While there were systems in place to encourage involvement, the degree 
of intentionality of the laity overshadowed the intentionality of the staffs.   
This helps explain why some members never get involved in ministry. They 
acknowledge the ministry opportunities in their congregations, but they do not 
take the initiative to find a place to serve. A reason for the lack of initiative may 
be that members do not see themselves as equipped to serve; thus, they are 
reluctant to pursue volunteer opportunities. The laity who had gone through 
the lay-releasing systems and who were currently serving were not necessarily 
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involved because of the intentionality of the church’s staff but were serving in 
ministry because of their own intentions. They understood the ministry need, 
felt equipped to serve, and followed through by volunteering to serve.  
 In the literature, Wilson emphasizes the importance of intentionality as it 
pertains to providing opportunities for laity to be involved in ministry. As 
mentioned earlier, each of the lay-releasing congregations had some system in 
place that helped laity find areas of ministry in which to serve. The data also 
correlate with Alvin J. Lindgren and Norman Shawchuck’s findings in that 
churches that are intentional with their present ministries have more control 
over the future ministries of their congregations.  
Proactive Response to Change  
 Subjects were open to change; however, the survey showed they were 
more likely to change to meet the needs of their congregations rather than 
changing to meet the needs in their communities. One possible reason for this 
difference would be that the subjects had firsthand experience with what 
needed changing to meet their churches’ spiritual needs. When discussing 
change in their churches, subjects focused on changes that would affect their 
own spiritual needs rather than changes to meet the spiritual needs of those 
outside their congregations. The challenge of the pastors is to refocus their 
congregations on the changes needed to impact their communities.    
 The literature dealing with change was affirmed in the study. Mallory 
says that congregations who equip their laity for ministry embrace change as 
part of their culture. This was evident from the collected data. The 
congregations studied understood change as positive and necessary for 
continued growth in the kingdom. 
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 Jesus modeled change for his followers when he focused on the needs of 
others and changed his course to meet those needs. The story in Luke 8 of 
Jesus healing the sick woman who touched his cloak while he was on the way 
to heal Jairus’ daughter, is an example of Jesus’ ability to change to meet the 
needs of those in his life.   
 Adapting to change is part of the culture of lay-releasing congregations 
and the study results emphasize the positive effects gained by embracing and 
adjusting to change. Pastors challenging their constituents to be proactive in 
implementing change in their communities would strengthen their 
congregations.  
The Four Lay-Releasing Churches 
 The histories of the four lay-releasing churches were varying.  
Description 
 This study was focused on four lay-releasing churches in the North 
Georgia Conference of the United Methodist Church. Church One, Northbrook 
United Methodist Church (UMC), was founded in 1982 and has had several 
pastors throughout the past twenty-three years. The current senior pastor was 
appointed in 2001. Church Two, Sugarloaf United Methodist Church, was 
established in 1996 and the founding pastor is still serving the congregation. 
Peachtree City United Methodist Church is Church Three. Peachtree City UMC 
has had several pastors over the last thirty-four years, including the current 
senior pastor, who was appointed in 1996. Church Four, St. James United 
Methodist Church, was founded in 1868 and has had multiple pastors over its 
history, with the current pastor serving since 1996.  
 Each of the congregations is located in an Atlanta suburb, and the 
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memberships of these churches consist of people of all ages. While each church 
has some racial diversity, Churches One, Two, and Three are predominately 
racially white, and Church Four is predominately African-American.     
Discussion of Differences 
 All four churches were selected by conference leaders as lay-releasing 
congregations because they show evidence of lay-releasing core values in their 
churches. Although each congregation was identified as being effective in 
empowering their laity, differences among the congregations were discovered. 
Analysis of variance on the four churches showed significant differences. 
No statistically significant differences existed between Churches One and Three, 
and Churches Two and Four were significantly different on only one core value. 
 The only core value that resulted in no significant differences was 
proactive response to change. Each of the four churches shared a similar 
popular view on this core value. The t-test between Church Three and Church 
Four revealed significant differences in four of the core values. When the t-tests 
were calculated between Church Two and Church Three, and Church One and 
Church Two, significant differences were discovered on the core value of the 
priesthood of all believers. Churches One and Three, as a whole, had lower 
questionnaire scores than Churches Two and Four. 
 Although the data suggested that Churches One and Three were not as 
effective in releasing their laity into ministry as Churches Two and Four, the 
data did confirm that the lay-releasing core values were present in these 
churches. Churches One and Three are effective lay-releasing congregations, as 
are Churches Two and Four. Further study points to the role of the senior 
pastor in Churches One and Three compared to the role of the senior pastor in 
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Churches Two and Four.  
As stated earlier, Churches One and Three are established congregations 
that have been served by several pastors. Although Church Four is an 
established congregation, this church has experienced a tremendous amount of 
growth within the past eight years, growing from less than one hundred to over 
eight hundred in worship under the leadership of their current senior pastor. 
Likewise, Church Two has experienced phenomenal growth in its short eight 
year history with over one thousand in attendance each week.  
The senior pastors of Church Two and Church Four appear to have a 
stronger influence on their congregations compared to the senior pastors of 
Church One and Church Three. An interview with a member from Church 
Three provided an interesting insight. When asked why he was not more 
involved in his congregation, this man acknowledged his need to be involved in 
ministry but simply had not made his service in ministry a priority. Conversely, 
when asked why she was deeply involved in ministry, a member of Church Two 
gave her senior pastor the credit. The data suggested that for members from 
Churches One and Three, the choice to be involved in ministry was their own. 
For Churches Two and Four, the senior pastors played a more significant role in 
successfully encouraging laity involvement.  
One observation demonstrates the authority of the senior pastor in 
Church Four. When speaking with members before and after the worship 
service, the senior pastor was never referred to by his first name; he was always 
referred to as “Pastor.” When asked why they were involved in ministry, more 
than one respondent commented, “Because Pastor needed it done.” This high 
level of respect shown to the senior pastor allowed him to cast the lay-releasing 
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vision more effectively for his congregation. A similar observation was made in 
Church Two where members were likely to be involved in a specific ministry 
because their senior pastor communicated the need.   
 As mentioned earlier, significant differences were discovered among the 
lay-releasing congregations. I believe these differences can be attributed, at 
least in part, to the attitudes of the congregants toward their senior pastors. 
The members of Churches One and Three share a similar attitude toward their 
senior pastors, and likewise, the members of Churches Two and Four share a 
similar attitude. Members of Churches One and Three, the more traditional 
congregations, love their pastors; however, the loyalty of these congregations to 
their pastors does not seem to be as high as the pastoral loyalty in Churches 
Two and Four. 
The attitude I witnessed in Churches Two and Four reflected loyalty to 
their churches in their ministry commitments; however, members in Churches 
Two and Four expressed an even higher loyalty to their pastor. These two 
leaders are seen as “saviors” for their congregations; thus, they have much 
power and leadership influence within their congregations.  
This finding affirms one of the additional core values discussed below. 
The role of senior pastor has a tremendous influence on a church’s ability to 
release its laity into ministry. With great influence, comes great responsibility. 
Influential senior pastors have the responsibility to empower the laity to serve 
in ministry. These senior pastors need to be guided by God’s Spirit and to serve 
in humility.  
In summary, interviews with members of Churches Two and Four 
suggest the laity have a high level of respect for their pastors, which is not to 
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say that members of Churches One and Three do not respect their senior 
pastors. The level of influence is much greater for the pastors of Churches Two 
and Four. 
Additional Essential Findings 
 Research Question 3 was, “What additional characteristics other than 
the identified core values of lay-releasing congregations were discovered in 
these churches?” The research identified additional essential elements present 
in the lay-releasing congregations. Due to the strong presence of these 
elements, they are considered equal to those identified in the literature.   
Disciple Bible Study as a System for Lay Releasing 
 While Disciple Bible Study was a well-known and effective tool for 
releasing laity to serve in ministry, the project results showed the study to be 
the primary system used by these congregations for lay releasing. Because 
Disciple Bible study is produced by the United Methodist Church and each of 
the congregations studied was United Methodist, the presence of it was not a 
surprise. The unexpected factor was that each of the active members 
interviewed was either a graduate of the study or currently participating in the 
study. These subjects all reported that the Disciple Bible Study was the pivotal 
program that launched them into becoming active members of their 
congregations.  
 The Disciple Bible Study’s primary function is to produce followers of 
Jesus Christ who serve others because of increased understanding of the 
Scriptures. At the conclusion of the Bible study, one of the congregations has a 
staff person lead a debriefing time during which participants discuss their 
spiritual gifts and areas of ministry in which they are interested in serving.   
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The data supported that leaders of the congregations were intentional in 
determining who led these studies. Leaders of the study understood their role in 
helping class participants understand and accept their calling to serve in 
ministry. One active member interviewed was a Disciple Bible Study leader. She 
commented, “One of the main goals I have as a Disciple facilitator is to make 
sure every member in my class is serving in ministry.”   
Discovering this new value gives new hope for the future of the United 
Methodist Church. When this finding has been shared with other pastors, they 
concur that the Disciple Bible Study has the potential to be a change agent in 
the traditionally minded church.  
Laity Empowering Laity 
 After initially believing that laity were equipped and sent into ministry 
primarily by the staffs of their congregations, laity were actually found to be the 
strongest force for empowering laity to serve in ministry. Though the senior 
pastor sets the vision for the congregation to be lay releasing, the actual 
empowering most often takes place when laity reach out to other laity. The laity 
took on the responsibility to empower other laity to unite with them in ministry. 
 In each of the lay-releasing congregations, not only were members more 
likely to be involved in a ministry when invited by another layperson, but the 
satisfaction of serving was greater for them. When asked which ministries they 
enjoy the most, without exception active members received the most 
satisfaction from ministries they themselves began and supplemented with their 
resources.     
Leadership of Senior Pastor 
 Though entering the study with the hypothesis that lay-releasing 
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congregations had strong leadership teams led by effective senior pastors, I 
discovered through the research the influence of these senior pastors was even 
greater than anticipated. Without exception, each of the congregations had 
senior pastors who embraced the biblical model of the lay-releasing church. 
These pastors structured their day-to-day routines around enabling their staff 
teams to equip laity in their ministry areas, and they shared a passion to 
empower laity to serve in ministry.  
 One pastor referred to his passion to equip the laity in his congregation 
as “Worship Plus Two.” He communicates to his congregation the expectation 
for each member to worship weekly, and to spend an additional hour each in 
Bible study and serving in ministry. Subjects from his congregation articulated 
“Worship Plus Two” from memory and active members put the motto into 
practice.  
 By effectively equipping and empowering their teams, senior pastors 
knew that laity in their congregations would be equipped and empowered for 
ministry. The most effective mentoring was one-on-one between the senior 
pastor and staff members. One senior pastor meets weekly with each staff 
person who reports to him, in addition to weekly group staff meetings. During 
this one-on-one time, the senior pastor coached the staff persons on effective 
lay releasing, giving them specific guidance and challenging them to increase 
lay-releasing efforts. Staff members were grateful for this time spent 
individually with the senior pastor and agreed that it was productive for their 
ministry areas.     
In addition to meeting individually with staff members, senior pastors 
spent time taking their staffs to church growth seminars. Senior pastors and 
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staffs agreed that getting away and learning together was beneficial for their 
congregations. Senior pastors reported that many of the lay-releasing strategies 
being implemented in their congregations had been discovered through 
attending workshops and seminars as a church staff.  
 The literature discussed leadership and the role of the senior pastor. The 
study confirmed Kenneth H. Blanchard and Paul Hersey’s assertion that 
effective leaders must adapt their leadership style to meet the needs of those 
they lead. Senior pastors agreed that each staff person required a specific style 
of leadership; what motivated one staff person did not necessarily motivate 
another. The role of the senior pastor includes discovering how to equip and 
support each staff person to become a lay-releasing agent for the congregation.  
Clear Channel of Communication 
 While each staff was already effective in communicating church ministry 
needs, during interviews it was discovered that they continue trying to improve 
on them by establishing multiple avenues of communication in their 
congregations. By the completion of the research, having clear channels of 
communication was an obvious core value for these churches.  
 The primary tool for communicating the churches’ ministry needs was 
the weekly newsletter. Ministry needs and associated contact persons were 
listed as a consistent reminder of the opportunities to serve in ministry. In 
addition to the newsletter, volunteer opportunity forms, bulletin boards, 
announcements during worship and on Wednesday evenings, and messages 
from the pulpit were used to communicate ministry needs. Emphasizing this 
core value, one staff person commented, “We try to communicate what’s going 
on in multiple ways. If we get the word out, usually someone will respond.” The 
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four lay-releasing churches understood that clear and frequent communication 
was a core value without which they could not function. 
High Expectation for Membership 
 Each of the four lay-releasing congregations had high expectations for 
membership. Prior to joining, members understood they were ministers and 
were aware of the expectation to serve in a ministry area. Because of this clear 
expectation, those interviewed said volunteerism was part of being a member. 
One person reflected on his meeting with the church’s associate pastor prior to 
joining. 
I never assumed that serving was an option. When we met with 
Betsy [associate pastor], she let us know that we needed to find a 
place to serve. She even had a ministry opportunity brochure she 
wanted us to fill out. There was never a question if we would 
serve, but where we would serve. 
 
Lay-releasing staffs conveyed the same message; they were intentional in 
communicating to all potential members the expectation of service in ministry.  
Members seemed grateful to have expectations placed upon them, and their 
only concern was for inactive members who were not serving. One member 
commented, “I like knowing that I’m needed and have a role to play. Those who 
aren’t serving are really missing out on all the fun!”    
 Having clear, high expectations for membership benefited the staffs, and 
all four of them agreed with the necessity of setting membership expectations 
high.  
Unexpected Findings 
 One of the unexpected findings of the research was the minimal 
difference between the questionnaire responses of active members and other 
than active members. The project was begun with the hypothesis that active 
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members would score the core values much higher than those who were not 
active, yet, other than the core value of the priesthood of all believers, this was 
not the case. The findings indicate that the core values in these lay releasing 
churches are clear to members, even to those who at this point in time are 
other than active. 
 As discussed earlier, the other unexpected finding was the similarity in 
scores between the Sugarloaf United Methodist Church and the St. James 
United Methodist Church compared to the similar scores of the Peachtree City 
United Methodist Church and the Northbrook United Methodist Church.  
Limitations of the Study 
 This study was limited to a focus population of four United Methodist 
congregations in the Atlanta, Georgia, area. This study was further limited in 
that only congregations with a minimum average attendance of five hundred 
were considered for the project. 
Contribution to Research Methodology 
 The researcher-designed questionnaire can be used in congregations of 
any denomination and size to test the core values Mallory identifies in 
equipping churches. Although developed specifically for the project, my goal 
from the beginning was to create a questionnaire pastors could reproduce for 
testing for the presence of these core values in their congregations. The 
questionnaire is available as a tool and may be reproduced (see Appendix B). 
Further Studies 
 The similarities and differences between the four churches suggest some 
areas of further study which include: leadership styles of pastors and how those 
styles impact the level of lay-releasing in their congregations, change in style 
  Ellison 106 
 
needed as the congregation ages and/or grows, challenges caused by increasing 
age of the church, and why some members take the initiative to get involved in 
a congregation’s ministry while others do not. Other studies could include: 
finding out what makes a member become active and what inactive members 
need to become active, the reasons why Disciple Bible Study has been so 
effective in the United Methodist Church and the impact of Disciple Bible Study 
on the core group of a new church plant. 
Summary 
 The study confirmed that the surveyed lay-releasing congregations did 
have a strong presence of the core values identified in the literature. The study 
also discovered additional core values in the lay-releasing congregations not 
identified by Mallory.    
My passion as a pastor is to help laity discover and use God-given 
spiritual gifts. Few aspects of ministry bring me more satisfaction that seeing 
the joy experienced when people serve Christ by serving others. This fact was a 
driving force in this study. I have come to believe that God made us to serve 
him and when we are not serving others for his sake, we are not living up to our 
potential. Through this experience, God has reinforced for me the importance of 
the lay-releasing movement and restored my passion and hope for the future of 
the United Methodist Church.  
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APPENDIX A 
Cover Letter for Lay-Releasing Questionnaire 
 
 
           ____   ____   ____   ____ 
 
 





Dear Church Member, 
 
Your pastor has agreed to assist me in my dissertation project by allowing 
me to learn from your congregation. You have been selected by the church 
staff from your church to be part of the study.  
 
I would appreciate you taking the time to complete the following survey. 
Please do not write your name on this survey so that your answers will be 
confidential. After completing the survey, please review the questions to 
ensure that each one is answered and then seal the survey in the white 
envelope provided. 
 
Again, I appreciate your participation with this project and trust that God 
will continue to bless you and your church home. 
 




Rev. Jim Ellison 
  Ellison 108 
 
APPENDIX B 






Please check the space next to the box which best identifies you.   




1. Age:  _____(1) 18-24 _____(2) 25-34 _____(3) 35-44 _____(4) 45-54  
      _____ (5) 55-64 _____(6) 65+ 
______ 2. Gender: _____ Male _____Female 
 
______ 
3. Current marital status: 
____(1)Single (never married)  ____ (2)Married  _____(3)Divorced  ____(4)Widow
______ 4. How many children under the age of 18 do you have living at home with you? ____ 
 
______ 
5. How long have you been attending this congregation? _____(1) Less than a year  
_____(2) 1-3 years   _____(3) 4-5 years   _____(4) 6-10 years   _____(5)10+ years
 
______ 
6. What is your current relationship to this congregation? 
_____(1)Member    _____ (2)Non-member Attendee (Twice a month or more) 
 
______ 
7. What ministries do you attend on a regular basis? Check all that apply. 
____(1) Small group study   _____(2)Sunday school 
____(3)Mission outreach   ____(4)Worship        ___________(5)Other (identify) 
 
______ 
8. What ministries do you currently serve in (Twice a month or more)? 
_____(1) Small group study  ______(2) Sunday school ______(3)Church Admin 
_____(4) Mission outreach    ______(5)Worship    __________(6) Youth 
_____(7) Children                 ______(8) other (identify) 
 
______ 
9. What is your level of education? 
____(1) Less than High School  ____(2) High School  ____ (3) Some College/ 
      Tech school     ____(4) College Graduate     ____(5) Post Graduate  









5 4 3 2 1 















1. My involvement in ministry is guided by my prayer life................................... ______ 
2. I am called to serve in some type of ministry..................................................... ______
 
______ 
3. The pastoral staff demonstrates leadership by serving the congregation with an        
attitude of authenticity .......................................................................................... .______
______ 4. I enjoy serving in ministry while working as a team.......................................... ______
 
______ 
5. This church is intentional in equipping and supporting laity for their 
 ministry .................................................................................................................... ______
______ 6. This church is open to new and innovative ways of doing ministry .............. ______
______ 7. I would say that our church is very much a praying congregation ................. ______
______ 8. I have an ongoing role in the ministry at our church........................................ ______
 
______ 
9. The pastoral staff make it a practice to equip and train our members 
 for ministry............................................................................................................... ______
______ 10. I am currently using my spiritual gifts in a ministry at our church ................. ______
______ 11. There are numerous opportunities for getting involved in the ministry 
of this church........................................................................................................... ______
______ 12. In the midst of any recent changes, our church has kept focused on its purpose 
and mission. ............................................................................................................. ______
For each of the following statements indicate the choice that best describes the  
extent of your agreement or disagreement as it describes your personal experience. 
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______ 13. This church communicates that prayer is a core value ......................................._____
______ 14. It is clear to all who attend here that every Christian is called to ministry ......_____
______ 15. The people who attend here feel that the staff cares about them....................._____
______ 16. People who attend our church understand that they have an opportunity to 
discover their spiritual gifts ....................................................................................._____
______ 17. The people who attend our church understand that our church has an effective 
system of equipping the laity to serve in ministry................................................_____
______ 18. Our church is known for being creative in how it serves the community......._____
______ 19. Our church offers programs to enhance our members’ prayer lives................_____
______ 20. The biblical basis for helping people discover their gifts for ministry is 
taught here.................................................................................................................._____
______ 21. People are often affirmed for the ways in which they serve in the life of the 
Church ........................................................................................................................_____
______ 22. I am regularly asked how I am doing in my area of ministry............................._____
______ 
 
23. I would say that our church is effective with getting new members involved  
in ministry..................................................................................................................._____
______ 
 24. If people in the congregation want to serve, the pastoral staff will find a way for 
them to get involved in ministry............................................................................._____
 
Thank you for your help!  It is greatly appreciated! 
 
Please place your questionnaire in the envelope provided. 
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APPENDIX C 
Lay-Releasing Laity Interview  
Theme 1 
Are you currently involved in ministry at your church? Why or why not? 
 What is your level of involvement?  
How did you get involved? 
 Do you know your spiritual gifts? What are they? 
 Have you been given any training? 
 What areas of ministry have you felt “called” to do? 
Theme 2 
How are you being supported in your area of ministry? 
 How does the church staff encourage you? 
Are you involved in any ongoing training for your ministry? If so, explain. 
Theme 3 
What would strengthen this church’s laity involvement? 
When it comes to being involved in ministry, what needs would you say 
the laity in your church have? 
 What ministry resources, if any, are you lacking?  
Theme 4 
Are you currently training anyone to take your place? Explain how that works 
for you. 
 Does the church staff encourage you to train others? If so, how? 
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APPENDIX D 
Lay-Releasing Staff Interview 
Theme 1 
This congregation has been identified as a lay-releasing congregation. What 
examples come to your mind that would indicate that this is or is not a true 
statement about your church?  
If so, how do you promote laity involvement in your specific area of ministry?  
Who mentored you to equip the laity for ministry? How did she/he mentor you? 
Theme 2 
What systems do you have in place to equip your laity for ministry? 
 What systems haven’t worked for you in the past? 
 What component of your lay-releasing system needs strengthening?  
Theme 3  
How do you communicate to those who attend that this is a lay-releasing 
congregation? 
 Over the past two years, what Bible studies and/or sermons have been 
preached on equipping the laity for ministry? 
 What would you say is the church’s most efficient form for 
communicating that this is a lay-releasing congregation? 
Theme 4 
What are the core values of your congregation? How do you live those out? 
 Which of your core values would you say encourage equipping and 
releasing your laity into ministry? 
 How are you living out those core values that release laity into ministry?  
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